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NOTE: please read to the end if you need to be warned about adult content!

He broke out of space prison. Now he’s broke in space – and the alien girls be shoppin.

Grant didn’t ask to be the galaxy’s most wanted fugitive. But after escaping space prison with five of the most dangerous female convicts in supermax and a ghost ship full of haunted salvage, he’s now stuck in a broke-ass mining station on the edge of civilization run by the worst lifeform in the universe: middle management.

Everything costs money – air, parking, organ replacement… there’s even a surcharge on every flush. And thanks to a surprise visit from cyborg process servers, he’s got fifty days before his ship gets seized and his crew of nubile alien girls gets sold for parts.

To keep the lights on, Grant becomes a freelance marshal, working bounty gigs for cash, blackmailing smugglers, detonating space pirates and possibly harpooning endangered space whales. His clients? Catgirl pop stars, gladiator superfans, mutant cults, sexy space nuns, corrupt megacorps and rogue pharmaceutical AIs who uses human guinea pigs because animal testing is inhumane.

His backup? An increasingly curvy (and pregnant) alien pilot with suspiciously vague family history, a reality-TV catgirl who’s there to boost ratings or maybe ruin his life, and a morally-flexible psychic spider.

Good thing Grant’s from Earth… where surviving things like predators, road rage, poison air and income tax puts him so high up on the alien food chain he needs an oxygen mask just to breathe.

Packed with explosive action, foul-mouthed humor, shady deals, and steamy alien girl fan service, book 2 of the Space Prison series is a sci-fi harem adventure for fans of Borderlands, Dungeon Crawler Carl, and hilarious bad decisions. Perfect if you like ‘humans are space orcs’, HFY, and stories where duct tape, violence, and high sperm count are legitimate tools of success.

Strap in. Get paid. Pick a best girl.

18+ CONTENT WARNING: This story is a sci-fi harem adventure where the morals and social constructs of our world don’t apply to a harsh alien civilization. If steamy action and violence bothers you, maybe put the safe-search on your browser and go back to watching baking shows.


More from J Foster Ward!

Get in on the scifi-comedy-action-harem-adventure sensation! On Earth, Grant is nothing but trailer trash, but after getting abducted by aliens he finds out Earth is a class-9 necroplanet and he’s the most dangerous (and fertile) man in the galaxy.

The Five Girls You Date in Space Prison

Six Signs an Alien Girl is Into You

They opened a 12,000-year-old tomb and changed the entire world into a magical apocalypse. Most people vanished overnight leaving the rest to fend for themselves, or worse: be changed into magical monsters.

Magical Apocalypse Girls

Magical Apocalypse Girls 2: Hot Wheels

Magical Apocalypse Girls 3: Ride Hard

Monster Girl Slice of life fantasy adventure. This country used to mine coal, now it mines dungeons.

Dungeon Country: The Last Frontier

Rescuing demon girls in a fantasy world where he knows all the cheats, but nothing can prepare him for the affections of the Mother of All Demons!

A Handful of Demon (book 1), Enter the Demons (book 2), Demons in Arms (book 3)

Bizarre post-apocalyptic scifi misadventure repopulating the world in the far future.

Androids, mutants, beast-girls, oh my!

How to Beat Tomorrow (book 1), The Apocalypse Watch (book 2), The Big Weird (book 3), Shelter Tomorrow (book 4) , Orbital Burn (book 5), What Happens in Space Vegas (book 6), Future Syndrome (book 7)

A fantasy quest to make you root for the bad guys… the HENXMAN

SMOL EVIL: Bad Girls, Wives of the Void Rune

Magical harem adventure with notorious wizard’s apprentice, Black Jak

Ye Wizards’ Guide to Sacred Virgins, Ye Wizard’s Guide to Elfen Psychosis, Ye Wizard’s Guide to Cat Scratch Fever, Ye Wizard’s Guide to Demon Brides , Ye Wizard’s Guide to Goblin Breeds


Chapter 1    : It’s Using the Air Ducts

He kept the stunray pistol tight in his hand as he crawled forward, finger resting lightly on the trigger guard. It was harder than you’d think; guns were ergonomically designed to fit your finger on the trigger – even ones designed by alien space lizards. It was especially hard not to slide your finger under the guard when you were scraping your dick-skin off inside a fucking ventilation conduit. So he kept the safety on while he tried not to lose all his leverage dragging himself by his elbows. Either that or accidentally squeeze off a live stunbeam inside this metal fart-coffin.

Grant advanced another six inches, the metal of the airshaft biting into his forearms through his sweat-soaked sleeves. One bad moment in here would be all it took to have his face chewed off. It wasn’t a perfect face. Rough-hewn was one way to describe it. But he liked it where it was. And more importantly the ladies seemed to like it just fine. All told he’d prefer it stayed on the front of his skull.

How long had it been since the sleestak had bothered to clean this shit? The beam of his headlamp cut a small section out of the dark in the conduit, catching flecks of dust stirred up and something else… something that looked like old, tattered paper.

Ah shit… that better not be what I think it is…

He dragged himself closer to the papery thing fluttering slightly in the air current and prodded it with the focus barrel of the gun.

Yup… skin.

It was ridged and dry, crinkling slightly as he picked it up. Caught on the edge of the joint in the conduit. Like a giant shed snakeskin.

For a moment he closed his eyes and breathed deep. The shaft stank like dust and burnt circuits, but underneath it he could detect the slight animal musk. Every movement sent echoes bouncing in unpredictable directions. He slowed his breathing. Even his heart seemed too loud in the narrow silence. Walls closing in.

‘Any advice from the psychic hotline?’

'Garnt?'

No one spoke but he could clearly hear the voice in his head. It belonged to Merin... sharp, nervous, clipped.

'The energy fields from the machinery you’re under are blocking me. But if you’re hearing me, I can’t sense it. Keep going and you’ll meet up with the others in ten meters after the junction.'

“Copy,” he whispered back under his breath.

They couldn’t afford to let this thing escape. Grant pressed forward, every inch earned as he dragged himself past the junction. His gun brushed against a hanging conduit with a loud bang and he froze, waiting, listening.

No sound.

He pushed on, muscles burning from the awkward angle. Sweat dripped into his eyes, and he tried to ignore the burning sensation. Swiped his brow with the back of one filthy sleeve. As he went the air grew thicker, more humid, with a faint chemical tang. Had to be getting close to the humidifier unit… and that meant…

End of the line.

The shaft opened up into a maintenance compartment. Humming against one wall was the humidifier unit. Grant eased out of the vent, crouching low, flashlight sweeping across filthy pipes that wept condensation, shadows danced like they were alive, and the low hum of machinery underfoot masked any subtle sound.

A creak. Behind him.

He spun, pistol raised, sheet of ice going down his spine.

The grate in the far corner shifted, and a filthy figure crawled out... long silver-white hair matted, cradling his old battered .22 rifle.

“Hey, big guy,” Boomi whispered, flashing him a cheery grin though the dirt smudged on her face as she hauled herself free. The sweat-soaked fabric of her undershirt clung to her skin, nearly transparent. Grime streaking her form that still couldn’t hide how distractingly stacked her little body was.

Grant pressed a finger to his lips. “Quiet. It hears us, we’re screwed.”

She nodded, her grin dimming, and crept closer. Her species had evolved for speed and stealth, and she barely made a sound on the metal grating. Not to mention she was half his size and could move around a lot easier inside the twisting guts of the ship’s maintenance shafts.

Another hatch creaked open. Grant jerked around, tense, until Alice’s red hair and blue eyes appeared in the flashlight’s beam. She hauled herself out, filthy Space Y crew coveralls sticking to her like a second skin. At least as distracting as Boomi’s outfit. The astronaut pushed her laser rifle ahead of her out the air shaft. Her eyes locked with his, and she gave a sharp nod.

“Nothing so far,” she said quietly, taking in the other two ventilation shaft hatches.

Grant moved to crouch beside them, heads practically pressed together so he could whisper as quietly as possible.

“Found this,” he said, holding up the scrap of skin. Boomi’s eyes went big. Alice swallowed hard. “Merin’s telepathy doesn’t work here,” Grant said quietly. “Energy fields block her out. We’re on our own.”

“Great,” the redheaded astronaut muttered.

But Boomi’s grin returned faintly. “I don't mind... if it means I get to be here alone with you.”

“Standing right here,” Alice’s pale brows knitted.

“I meant you could join in too,” Boomi whispered innocently.

Grant ignored them and swept his light around the room again. “If we haven’t run into it in the shafts, there’s only one place it could have gone.”

He pointed his light at the last remaining air conduit. His jaw clenched. The thing was close. He could feel it in his gums.

“I'm going in after it. You two stay here, seal the hatch behind me then circle round to the far end of the air shaft.”

Grant pressed his palm to the hatch seal and swung it open. More of the same in there: dark, cramped, the last place you wanted to suddenly come face to face with a mouth full of fangs.

“But...” Boomi objected.

“Grant, you don’t have to—” Alice added.

“Yeah, I do. No offence but Boomi, you come from a planet where you evolved as prey, not predators.”

“I didn’t,” Alice hissed.

“When’s the last time you went hunting back on Earth?” Grant asked.

“Never…” she frowned.

“It’s gotta be me. You hear me?” he said, voice low but sharp.

Boomi looked upset. Alice’s reply came with a deep sigh. “Copy. We’ll seal behind you.”

“Good. Nobody opens this hatch until I say so. I go in, I finish it. Alone.”

He hitched himself up into the claustrophobic space of the airshaft. The hatch squeaked shut behind him – barely a sound, but in the quiet if felt loud a coffin lid slamming.

Darkness swallowed him whole.

He looked back and forth, swinging the headlamp light ahead. The beam cut through dust and motes of grease vapor, the cone of light almost an insult against the black. He adjusted the grip on his stunray pistol and began to crawl. Knees and elbows already screaming in protest. The shaft felt tighter than before… his head scraped against the roof with every shift.

Metal groaned somewhere up ahead, and he froze, breath shallow.

His muscles burned from the angle, sweat ran down his sides. Every nerve screamed this was a bad idea. He went anyway. No way he was disappointing the girls.

He kept the pistol level and crawled forward. Silence. Only the sound of his knees and boots scuffing metal and the low hum of the ship’s wheezing systems. Then he saw it: claw marks in the dust. Long grooves like kitchen knives dragged through flour. Fresh.

Gotcha.

Grant picked up speed, crawling faster but careful not to make noise. One hand on the pistol, the other balancing him along.

Then he heard it.

Not ahead... above.

A sound like knives scraping sheet metal. His head tilted up, eyes squinting into the dark vertical shaft above. His stomach dropped.

Movement.

“Awww shit—”

He’d ignored the vertical shafts when they made the plan. Assumed they were too small. But somehow the fucker had squeezed into one. In the half-second he had before it struck, he tried to crawl forward, but the creature dropped on his back. A wet, guttural hiss. Claws dug into his shoulder, teeth snapping inches from his neck. He felt the scales against his skin, cold and slick. The stunray clattered out of his hand, sliding into the shadows.

Grant slammed his back against the wall, hard, to throw it off. Didn’t work. He felt its teeth graze his ear, breath hot and rancid as it let out an angry squeal.

His hand scrabbled for his hunting knife strapped to his forearm. He found the handle, yanked it free.

The thing hissed again. Teeth snagging in the fabric of his shirt. Grant twisted, grunted, and drove the blade back over his shoulder.

The knife sank in with a wet crunch.

The creature shrieked, claws raking deeper into his back. Pain flared white-hot. He stabbed again. And again. Hot blood splattering his back, the walls, making the checkered knife hilt slippery in his hand.

One of its claws tore his side open. He didn’t stop. Grant shifted his weight, rolled his body hard to the side. The creature lost its grip for half a second… just long enough. He twisted fully, bringing the knife around. The blade flashed in the beam of the flashlight as he rammed it under the thing’s jaw.

KerrUNCH of popping bone.

It convulsed. A final hiss. Then it went limp.

Grant shoved it off with a growl, his chest heaving. He sat there, panting in the dark shaft for a moment, staring at the corpse. It took a long moment to collect himself, find his dropped gear and drag the dead creature with him as he crawled forward. Foot by foot. Until he saw the literal light at the end of the tunnel: the grated hatch at the end opening into one of the ship compartments.

At the end he kicked open the vent into the welcome bright light and slithered out into the old cellblock common room module. Landed on his shoulders with an ooof, bloody carcass dropping with a thump beside him.

He looked up.

Boomi, Merin, Jane, and Alice were sprawled in chairs around the big holoscreen, ignoring him, eyes glued to some garbage-tier blerpvid. He knew the show from his time in the women’s cellblock. A cheesy medical drama called Heartbreak Nebula: Code Blue. With a tagline like ‘Every incision cuts deeper… into the heart,’ you knew what you were getting.

In the episode onscreen the ship's young but hot AI doctor was grappling with the revelation his one-night stand with Nurse Snuggs had got her pregnant.

'But I'm just a holographic projection!' he said, stunned.

'Oh Admin-242, is that all I meant to you?' Snuggs sobbed.

The screen was obscured by a well-timed ad.

“Introducing the VibroPulse 9000…” the sultry announcer’s voice for the sex toy ad murmured seductively. “Now with patented customizable Partner Projector technology.” The sex-wand in the ad emitted a hologram of the hunky Admin-242.

“The two things I love most are commitment and changing myself for you,” the projection moaned.

Then the sultry ad voiceover returned. “Because sometimes you need more RPMs than a starship engine and an unobtainable romantic fantasy! Buy now and get a free holographic companion mod that never says no! Satisfaction guaranteed or we wipe your memory!”

Grant hauled himself off the floor, covered in sweat, grime, and streaks of dark alien blood. He dropped the Komodo-dragon-sized Sleestak female corpse onto the floor with a wet thud.

“Dinner’s served,” he said flatly.

Boomi’s eyes settled on the corpse, and she grimaced at the thought.

“Finally,” Merin muttered. “We were starving.”

***

The smell of sizzling lizard meat wafted through the cargo bay with a haze of blue smoke. Like a greasy smoke-signal love letter to cholesterol. Grant stood in front of his portable BBQ, wearing flip-flops, a Hawaiian shirt covered in neon pineapples, and cargo shorts that had seen better years. He flipped the massive shank of Sleestak over with a satisfying sizzle, grease popping and stinging his bare legs.

The place didn’t feel like a spaceship’s cargo hold anymore. Between the patio lights he’d strung up from his truck to the nearest bulkhead, the faded lawn chairs, and the small patch of artificial grass matt in front of the battered camper, it was a trailer park oasis. With the lights off in the cargo bay he could almost imagine he was back on Earth, summer camping under the night sky.

Across the green plastic grass, Boomi lounged on the beach towel she’d found in the camper. She wore a halter top that used to belong to his ex and a pair of short shorts so small they could probably get her arrested in half the galaxy… definitely in your local mall back on Earth.

Well… unless the mall was in Florida…

Boomi was currently engaged in her new favorite hobby: Grant’s old QT-5 game console. She had an audience of Bonda, Merin and Squeaks. All staring wide-eyed at the old CRT TV hooked up to the ancient gamer.

“What is this… carnage?” the moppet asked in disgust, one snake-head hiding but the other too fascinated to look away.

“This is called Urban Chaos 5,” Boomi announced mashing the controller with the kind of glee usually reserved for pyromaniacs and serial killers. “It’s a simulation of planet Dirt where Garnt grew up.”

Her avatar parachuted out of a flaming helicopter as it plummeted into a cluster of police cars. She pulled a rocket launcher mid-fall and casually blew up the nearest building before landing on a pimp’s head and carjacking his sedan.

Merin’s eyes narrowed, fascinated and horrified. “No wonder Garnt is a walking murder machine... How does any species survive this level of madness?”

Squeaks’ left head whispered to the right, “We must never visit this terrible place.”

Bonda retracted her eyestalks, unable to watch the game as Boomi drove through a crowd of innocent bystanders with a chuckle. The slug alien turned to Grant. “I thought your species were struggling to survive the harsh environments of the wilderness… storms… wild animals… starvation and disease…”

“Well… 80% of the population are packed in the cities,” Alice commented. “But when you put it like that, there’s not much difference.”

“How many of you zombies are there on Dirt?” Squeaks asked, horrified.

“Few billion… give or take…” Alice shrugged.

“Billions?” Squeaks choked, horrified. Grant didn’t need to be a psychic like Merin to read her mind: just these two are bad enough!

“Your people… are so overpopulated despite living in such constant violence?”

“It’s just a game,” Alice dismissed it.

Grant shared a smile with the redhead, flipping the lizard meat again. “Meh. Just throw in overpriced coffee and taxes and it’s pretty close.”

Alice leaned against the camper beside him, arms crossed, hair tied back in a loose bun. She smiled and shook her head as the others screamed and argued over Boomi’s rampage. The glow from the grill flickered across her pale, freckled face.

“You know… I look at that game and I wonder what it says about our civilization,” she said.

True… the way things had been going when they were abducted by the sleestak, the game was getting to be barely an exaggeration.

“That the rest of the galaxy is full of pussies?” he asked.

Different species of ‘hyumins’ had evolved on hundreds of different planets in the Known Worlds of the space civilization the two earth-humans had found themselves in. Virtually all of them soft as cheese. Earth was considered a class-9 necroplanet… a virtually uninhabitable death world. Compared to them Alice and Grant were unkillable monsters. The heavy Earth gravity meant bone density and muscle mass made them strong as superheroes. Evolving to consume anything edible made them comparably immune to toxins. Earth brains were supercharged on sugars that would put most aliens in a coma. They could think faster and more creatively than the average genius from some sleepy planet where there were no predators, the climate was perfect year-round and resources were abundant. He’d asked Alice why most aliens were so gullible and all she’d said was ‘How much intelligence do you need to evolve if all you have to do is sneak up on a leaf?’

“You really think we made the right call? Not going back, I mean,” she asked softly.

Grant stared into the flames for a moment, watching fat drip and hiss on the coals. After their near-miss escape from Courthouse 17-C, the planet-sized regional legal world, both had decided the Known Worlds had more to offer them than Earth ever did.

“That shithole? Yeah.” He glanced sideways at her. “I mean, I miss it sometimes. Burgers, football… bad TV.”

Alice raised a pale ginger eyebrow. “But…?”

He shrugged, giving her a crooked smile and nodding at the girls. “But I’d miss this more. You. Them. All of it.”

Her cheeks flushed pink, and she looked down just as he reached out, cupping her chin to tilt her face back up. Their lips met softly at first, then with a bit more heat as she kissed him back, mouth open.

Before they could sink further into the moment, Grant and Alice were suddenly yanked apart by an invisible force like two toys on strings.

“Really?” Merin’s voice cut through the cargo bay. The space elf floated above the ground, her glowing eyes narrowed and her long ears twitching in irritation. “There is a schedule, you know! You don’t get to jump the line just because you’re both necroplanet-born.”

Alice turned bright red. “Merin... wait, it’s not—”

“It’s Honey’s turn today,” Merin said flatly, pointing a delicate finger at the dark-haired clone of his ex-girlfriend standing by the truck. He'd got weirded out calling her ‘Mia’ and couldn't not give her a name, so he'd started calling her by Mia's stripper stage name: ‘Honey Hexx’.

Honey smiled sweetly and waved. “Oh, I traded with Jane. She’s got that mid-void course correction prep tomorrow. Figured I’d swap for today so she could enjoy it.”

“It makes no difference!” Merin scowled, still floating in righteous anger. “Alice is subverting the careful balance of orgasm distribution!”

Jane lifted her head from her datapad. “I’m not bothered by her erotic display.”

Alice spluttered. “Erotic!”

The blue-skinned amazon continued to check her figures on the datapad, distracted. “And besides, if Grant wants to fill Alice up with his DNA before dinner, I say let him. I could use the assist... I can barely handle his multiple daily erections.”

Alice’s eyes went wide. She opened her mouth, closed it, then looked away with a hand over her burning face. “I – I am not… that’s not…!”

Boomi let out a cackle from the gaming console. “Oh please, gingerbread, you were halfway to riding him like a hovercycle.”

Grant sighed and turned back to his BBQ. The sleestak shank sizzled as he basted it with thick sauce from a plastic squeeze bottle. The aroma hit him hard enough to make his mouth water; not quite chicken, but after weeks of prepackaged rations and Space Y’s freeze-dried mystery meat, it smelled like heaven. He added an extra coat of sauce. It was the only bottle of BBQ sauce in the entire galaxy and he wasn’t sure how he was going to replace it. Capsicum-based spices were deadly poison to everyone else aboard, but perfectly safe for him and Alice.

He did his best imitation of a suburban dad and focussed on the grille, tuning out the squabbling of his family. By the time the meat was done, they’d tired themselves out and were friends again. The girls had prepared their own meal, and as they started eating Grant plopped into a faded lawn chair, plate balanced on his lap, enjoying the beachy camper setup in the middle of deep space. Alone with his thoughts and his spicy Komodo ribs, he grinned to himself.

This wasn’t Earth… but it was starting to feel like home.

***

The smell of sizzling lizard meat had finally drifted away on the straining air circulators and Grant muttered under his breath as he wiped down the BBQ grate with an old rag and stared at the mess they’d left behind. Nobody stuck around to help clean up, not that he expected them to. They’d all vanished the second their bellies were full.

“Bunch of freeloaders,” he grumbled. “Gonna start charging rent.”

After washing up the dishes he stepped out of the camper, kicking an empty soda can across the floor. The cargo bay was quiet now. The string lights still glowed overhead, making the place look more like a forgotten beachside patio than a spaceship hold.

He wasn’t alone.

Jane was back, planted cross-legged in front of the CRT TV, controller in hand.

Her blue skin gleamed in the flicker of the screen, pink hair tumbling over her shoulders, and her pink irises glowing faintly. She was a statuesque amazon with a genetically modified perfect hyumin body. All of which was very much on display as she sat there, down to nothing but her underwear... a bra and thong combo from Mia's bag the girls had pillaged.

Grant sighed. “You know, most people don’t treat underwear like casual wear.”

Jane didn’t look up. Her eyes were locked on the screen as her avatar smashed a car into a lampost and exploded in a fireball. “Why would I put clothes back on? There’s no one here but you.”

“Yeah, well, you ever hear of personal space?”

“I was cloned in a lab,” she said flatly, tapping buttons like her life depended on it. “We didn’t have ‘personal space.’ We had communal sleep pods and shared hygiene troughs.”

Grant flopped into a chair with a groan. “Explains a lot.”

Jane paused as the screen flashed WASTED for the tenth time in five minutes. “These games are fascinating. A perfect window into the barbaric nightmare history of your necroplanet.”

He sighed. “Urban Chaos isn’t history. It’s… okay, fine, it’s kinda history.”

She tilted her head. “I am bad at this. Exceptionally bad. Yet I do not tire of playing.”

“That’s because you’re a sucker for punishment,” Grant muttered, rummaging in a cooler for the bag of cool-ranch chips he'd been saving.

“You’re out of root slivers,” Jane said casually, not looking away from the screen. She pushed the empty bag of chips at him with one foot.

“Root sli – oh, you mean potato chips.”

“Yes. They are delicious but dangerously high in sodium. Probably for the best I prevented you from eating them.”

Grant grumbled. “I was saving that last bag.” He grabbed a vacuum-sealed in-flight snack bag from the box, looking at the Space Y–branded salted peanuts. Only he and Alice could touch them without dying… another one of Earth’s fun, poisonous plant products for anyone else onboard.

As Jane’s in-game avatar fell out of another exploding car, Grant leaned back, tossing the bag back into the box unopened and watching her with half-amusement, half-resignation. She was impossible to stay mad at. Mostly because she didn’t even understand she’d done something wrong.

“I’m gonna hit the shower,” he said.

“Advisable,” she said. “You smell like dead sleestak and vent dirt.”

“Gee thanks…”

The camper’s tiny shower hissed to life, lukewarm water trickling down Grant’s shoulders as he scrubbed the last of the barbecue smoke from his skin. It wasn’t glamorous, but after a long day in the air ducts with lizard blood and alien drama, it felt like heaven.

Then the tiny bathroom door creaked.

He twisted, soap suds dripping off his arm. “Uh – occupied.”

Jane stepped in anyway, as if his warning hadn’t even registered. Her blue shape obvious through the steamed up plastic door, pink hair sticking to her cheeks in damp strands. “I need to use the toilet,” she said matter-of-factly.

Dropping the thong she sat down on the can and let loose a steady tinkle.

Well... okay then... 

“Couldn't you have waited?” Grant asked, shifting his weight awkwardly.

“No.”

Before he could object, she slipped out of her bra and thong with the casualness of someone tossing dirty socks in the hamper. Then she stepped under the spray, her tall, statuesque frame pressing into his in the cramped cubicle.

“Jane—” he started, voice tight.

“Yes?” she asked, grabbing a sponge and calmly working it over her arms.

“This… This is not normal.”

She tilted her head, pink eyes blinking at him. “Why? Conserving water resources is logical. I will join you.”

“Back on Earth, people don’t… pee in front of each other or shower together unless they’re, uh, married.”

“Married?” She squirted soap into her hand and began lathering it over her stomach. He again wondered why she had two belly buttons. Must be a clone thing. “Oh yes, your archaic and unnecessary monogamous practice.”

“Yeah,” Grant said, trying not to stare as her hands traveled lower on her soapy body.

As she teased her own tits the heavy globes relaxed and the tight slits inverted, her nipples extending out. She noticed him staring. “Does that arouse you?”

“It’s uh… different from Earth girls.”

“As part of my genetic upgrades they ensured my nipples retract for better protection.”

“Uh-huh,” he stared, mesmerized as her soapy hands caressing the dark blue mountains.

“But they can be coaxed out with pleasurable stimulation. Since all clones are sterile their primary purpose is for sexual gratification.” She was speaking clinically but in a low, husky voice. She dragged her hard nipples over his chest and sighed in pleasure.

“For that reason… they are… extremely sensitive…” she gasped.

She pressed closer to reach around and scrub his back with the sponge, her soapy tits squeezed against his chest.

“Earth customs are inefficient,” she mused.

“Well, yeah. Sort of.”

“This proximity would logically facilitate pair bonding.”

“Jane—”

“Perhaps we should marry.”

Grant froze. “What?”

“You indicated this level of familiarity is for those in a marriage. We could enter into one. Then this discomfort will cease.”

“That’s… not… Look, aliens don’t even understand marriage. It’s a whole—”

“I have studied it,” she interrupted, rinsing suds off her legs. “In Urban Chaos 5, mating rituals often involve selecting a partner after beating a rival to death with a tire iron. Then claiming their house. Primitive. But effective.”

Grant groaned. “That’s not how it works. And I’m not exactly husband material. Trust me, I would make the worst husband ever… Didn’t exactly have the best role model growing up…”

“Neither did I,” Jane said serenely, running soapy fingers across his chest. “Your resistance to intimacy is irrational. I propose we remedy this now.”

Grant swallowed hard as her hand drifted lower. He wasn’t sure if it was her logic or the way her body pressed against him that made his blood rush to his cock. Probably both.

“Jane… This is… complicated,” he muttered.

Her eyes sparkled faintly. “Your anatomy indicates agreement with my proposal.”

Grant sighed. “Damn it, you’re making a compelling argument.”

Moments later, the tiny camper shower rocked dangerously as Jane clung to him, balanced on one foot, her other long leg locked tight around his hip. Her soft gasps and breathy murmurs vibrated against his ear. Grant’s hands gripped her thighs as he thrust into her, levering her up and down on him way more easily that he might have in Earth gravity. Jane whimpered at each move, slippery hand and backside trying to brace them both against the plastic wall with nearly zero result. Grant prayed the whole damn thing didn’t collapse as they slammed together.

“Jane,” he grunted. “We’re gonna break this thing.”

Her voice came out in a breathy, distracted moan. “Then take me to the bed.”

Grant shut off the showerhead with a clumsy twist, water and steam still clinging to them as he lifted her up without pulling out. She gave a wide-eyed yelp of surprise, then continued to thrust up and down on him as he carried her out of the shower. He barely made it the three steps to the tiny camper ‘bedroom’ and froze.

Merin was sprawled across his camper bed in nothing but a form-fitting body stocking, her dark hair spilling over the pillows like a wild halo. She grinned lazily when she saw them. “Well, don’t stop on my account.”

“Yes… please don’t,” Jane gasped.

“Merin… what the hell—”

“Relax,” the little space elf said biting her lip nervously. “Alice chickened out on helping Jane bang you into submission, so I volunteered.”

She unzipped the front of her form-fitting bodysuit, peeling it off her shoulders like a second skin. She wasn’t nearly as pale as Boomi, but the contrast of her black hair against the milky skin made her seem even more ghostly.

Grant’s jaw worked as he tried to process the words. “You… wait… you two… all of you… are okay with this?”

Grant was all too familiar with the catfights and screaming when a woman showed up wanting to bang and he was already balls deep in another.

Jane tilted her head, kissing his neck. “Why would there be conflict? Sharing optimizes outcomes.”

Merin stretched like a satisfied cat. “Don’t act like you don’t want to. You look like you’re hard as a dark matter piston.” She rolled onto her stomach. “I need your cock inside me... and that thing you do with your tongue.”

“The ear thing?” Jane asked.

“No, the other thing.”

“The nipple thing or the clitoral thing?”

“No… the other thing,” Merin said shyly.

“There’s another thing?” Jane asked. “You must show me!” she insisted to Grant.

Grant opened his mouth to object, but an invisible force yanked him toward the bed.

“Hey!” he complained. “I told you, no psychic powers… that’s cheating.”

Too late. He fell over backwards on the mattress, Jane still riding him. The blue girl shuddered and gasped as she landed on top, cock driving deeper inside her. She sat astride Grant, hair mussed, knees bracketing his hips as she leaned over him with the intense expression of someone about to cite multiple peer-reviewed studies.

“So,” she said, matter-of-fact, tracing a lazy fingertip down his chest. “I was reading a recent xenoneurology monograph on the limbic responses triggered during consensual dominance-play. There is a statistically significant increase in female lubrication response and overall orgasmic intensity when pre-negotiated role-based asymmetrical power dynamics are introduced into coital scenarios.”

Grant blinked. “Jane.”

“Yes?”

“Are you saying you want me to… what, tie you up?”

“Negative.” She rocked her hips, casually devastating. “I want you to conquer me.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “Conquer you.”

“Yes. Symbolically. Or metaphorically. But also physically. The limbic system can’t differentiate between staged threat and real threat when arousal cues are engaged, which makes this an optimal opportunity to experiment with elevated oxytocin bonding while also stress-testing endurance thresholds.”

He stared up at her, half-hard, half-scared. “This is the least sexy dirty talk I’ve ever heard.”

“Wait for the part where I pretend to resist and then beg.”

“...Okay, that helped.”

Jane smirked.

She leaned down, pressed her lips to his ear, and whispered. “I prefer sex on all fours,” she said matter-of-factly. “With hair pulling. It enhances arousal to be demeaned like a klaxarhound in heat… in certain consensual scenarios.”

Grant blinked. “That’s… probably the most academic way a woman has ever told me she likes being treated like a slut.”

He rolled them over.

“You’re welcome,” Jane said, already positioning herself. She glanced at Merin, who was already squirming as she watched.

Her words cut off as he picked her up and slid her pussy onto his cock. Grinning as Jane let out a squealing moan of surprise and delight. She was six one and worth the climb. After she came the first two times she hooked her legs around his shoulders, arched her back, and suggested positions that would require a swing bolted into the camper’s ceiling.

Grant wasn’t sure if he was in heaven or being murdered by pleasure, but either way, he wasn’t about to stop.

What followed was intense – Grant pounding her hard enough to make the camper creak with every thrust, Jane’s breathless moans filling the small space as her fingers clawed at the sheets. She came once, then again, her voice breaking into a near scream. The third time her body shook so violently she gasped, “Tapping out. You win.”

Grant slid out of the blue amazon and collapsed on the bed. But the next second Merin was perched on top of him. Her ice-pale eyes took him in, grinning. Without even pausing for a kiss, she wrestled the length of his cock into her mouth. Jaw open wide to fit him all in. Squeezing her eyes shut and repressing her instincts to breath she swallowed him deep, furiously bobbing up and down.

“Whoa… slow down…” he managed. Damn, girl…

She came up for air, blinking at him sheepishly. “Did I do it wrong?” she asked, rubbing her chin and tongue over the head of his cock, nudging him. Her long, pointed ears twitched.

“Fuck no… just maybe… slow down.”

“But I need it,” she gasped eagerly.

Literally true. The hamster doctors had proven she’d developed an addiction to his pheromones.

He was getting his second wind. With a sudden move he scooped her up and threw her down on the bed beside Jane who just smiled contentedly. Grant kissed her, then Merin. Then found the space elf hungrily wrestling his tongue with her own.

As he spread her legs her fingers were already there, dripping into the wetness. She squeezed her modest, barely-there cleavage in anticipation.

He slid inside.

She breathed deep, like she was trying to fog up a window, moaning at each thrust into her little, slender body. There was no way she could take it all, but she tried. Arching her back. The air started glowing around her as she gasped faster and faster, mouth an O of shock at her own body’s immediate response as she came. With the backs of her thighs cushioning his hips he devastated her with another two orgasms back-to-back, driving into her squeezing-tight insides. Each time the patterns of normally invisible bioluminescence on her inner thighs would flash like a Christmas tree up her body, all the way to her neck. Like a hidden holographic tattoo that she only showed him when she came.

As the come-soaked space elf lay recovering, Jane sat up from where she’d been watching and kissed Grant. Gently patting Merin on the head.

“You were very loud. Biologically speaking, that suggests intense muscular contractions. Did you know that high-pitched vocalization in human females correlates strongly with elevated neurochemical bonding?”

Merin tried her best to glare. “Is that what you think is sexy? Scientific notations?”

“No,” Jane said. “I just wanted to offer advice. As someone who engages in similar activities with Garnt, I recommend you stop hiding your preferences. He responds more efficiently when presented with direct communication. Especially about sex.”

“Romantic,” Grant sighed with a grin.

“I'm not hiding anything,” Merin said sharply.

“Statistically unlikely,” Jane replied, tracing one of the girl’s ears. “You’re literally a telepath who refuses to explain your past. That suggests secrecy. Also, you haven’t told him about the thing.”

“What thing?” Merin flinched. “There is no thing.”

Jane shrugged. “If you’re not about to, then perhaps I shall tell Garnt your preference for concussive punishment to your backside.”

Merin’s eyes went wide. “That’s not funny!” she yelped.

Grant was too consumed by the naked girls in his bed for joking. His balls ached with the need to paint one or both of them with his hot white batter. Merin barely had a chance to catch her breath before he rolled her trembling form onto her stomach and pinned her like a hungry predator.

“Let’s find out who’s right,” he growled.

She shivered as his shaft pressed to her wet opening. “You know I was just kidding about my backside, right?”

“No, you weren’t,” Jane and Grant said at the same time.

“No, really… I—”

Jane’s hand slapped her little flat backside and she moaned in pleasure.

She insisted on more. Bent over at first, trembling until she took him balls deep. Where she put the whole thing in that skinny little frame he had no idea, but she cried and shook and rolled her eyes up in her head as he made her his come-puppet and Jane played her sweet cans like a pair of bongos. She tried to hide it at first, hand over her mouth in a vain attempt to stifle her animal moans, but Jane pulled her hand away and whispered in her ear.

“You’re not fooling anyone… just enjoy it,” the blue-skinned azurian amazon chuckled. “You slut.”

“Jane!” Merin cried in embarrassment.

“You’re shaking your hips on him like a gyroscope,” Jane observed clinically.

“I… am n-not!” the space elf protested as she gasped. But she was too busy coming again to really argue.

After pounding her to another dripping orgasm Grant couldn’t hold back. He had just enough conscious control to pull out before he came and fountained all over both girls.

Neither complained.

Merin lay sprawled on the sheets slippery, her pale skin flushed to the tips of her ears and glistening with sweat. Her chest rose and fell in shallow gasps, and her legs still trembled from the last wave that had torn through her. Grant handed her a dented plastic cup of water, which she downed in one long, desperate gulp.

“Another round?” he teased, brushing a hand over her thigh.

Merin groaned, her voice hoarse but still playful. “I think my spine stopped being able to carry pleasure signals.”

Beside her, Jane was still laid out like a goddess… maybe some kind of exotic goddess of the sea, relaxing after a thunderstorm. She sighed with that serene, observing expression, though her pink hair clung in damp strands to her blue skin. Like a scientist taking notes as mice ran through a maze. But when she spoke, there was a barely disguised quiver of genuine feeling in her voice.

“I don’t... usually like people touching me. It feels like static in my skin. But when you do, it’s... warm. Like a systems check I didn’t know I needed.”

Grant took her hand and she squeezed it fiercely. Merin stroked her blue shoulder.

“This thing, what we’re doing… it’s inefficient. It interrupts my routines. I haven’t run a scheduled diagnostic on my own biochemistry in three days. But I don’t care. I just want to stay here. With you. And the others. That’s... new.”

“Just when I think I figure you out,” Grant said. Turned to Merin. “Right?”

“Don’t ask me,” she said softly. “I’ve never been able to figure out what’s inside Jane’s head, and I can read minds.”

Jane shifted. “I thought maybe I was broken. Everyone else seemed to come pre-installed with connection protocols. I didn’t. But now... I think I just hadn’t found the right network.”

The three of them lay tangled in the aftermath, limbs intertwined, sheets kicked halfway off the bed. The camper was filled with sweat and sex fumes, the air thick and warm, so he reached to open the window above them. They lay that way a while. In a comfortable haze. One arm around each girl.

Jane stirred beside him, yawning sleepily and rolling over to starfish across the bed, pinning him with one long leg and an arm thrown over his chest. Her skin was warm. Comforting.

She snuggled in, still half-asleep. “I hit the old lady with a dump truck… but she had it coming.”

It had been a long day, and with both girls exhausted on either side of him, Grant let himself slide into a happy, drained sleep. Thoughts of BBQ lizard, Urban Chaos 5 and Jane’s marriage proposal sloshed back and forth in his brain for a minute, then he was asleep.

***

Grant woke to the sound of something bouncing on his bed. Not just bouncing – spring-loaded, hyperactive, turbo-charged bouncing.

“Rise and shine, sleepyhead!” Boomi chirped, straddling the mattress like it was a trampoline.

She was all legs and energy, her cutoff shorts riding high and her tank top doing nothing to contain the big jiggling cannons on her chest as she hopped. Jane and Merin were nowhere to be seen.

Grant cracked one eye open, groaning. “Boomi… it’s too early for whatever this is.”

“It’s never too early for a workout! Let’s go, big guy! Jane already headed to work hours ago.”

He looked at his watch and buried his face in the pillow. It wasn’t synched to ship time, but he still used it. “Nope. Not happening. You have fun. I’m staying here until noon or death, whichever comes first.”

Boomi giggled, then pounced. The impact knocked the breath out of him. She leaned down, her white hair brushing his cheek as she whispered, “We could stay in bed and get our exercise that way instead.”

“Um...”

“Maybe you could get me double-pregnant!”

Geezus. Was she joking or was that a thing with her species? He decided not to find out.

Grant peeked up at her, fighting a smirk. Hoplites. Like the goddamn Energizer Bunny cranked up on caffeine pills. Hyperactive, insatiable, and… like real bunnies… evolved with a reproductive cycle designed to survive every predator her planet had.

“You’re trouble, you know that?”

“Big trouble,” she purred, grinding her hips slightly for emphasis.

Grant sighed and pushed her off playfully. “Alright, fine. You win. Let’s run. But no complaining when you can’t keep up.”

Boomi rolled onto her back, groaning dramatically. “Let’s go! I’ll win for sure this time after I got Jane and Merin to tire you out last night…”

Her words trailed off as she saw him scowl. “Uhh… I meant… after they spontaneously decided you’re such a hunk of mean-beast they had to have you all night long… heh.”

She hopped off the bed, tugging Mia’s old tank top down, though it didn’t help much. Her cutoff shorts barely qualified as clothing, and Grant had to admit the outfit looked damn good on her curvy frame. Too good.

“I thought you didn't want to stay in bed,” she teased, catching him staring.

They started their morning run in the main access corridor, the long stretch of the ship echoing with the rhythmic slap of their feet. Grant’s body kicked into gear quickly, muscles working like a well-oiled machine. Earth gravity was heavier than galactic standard, and combined with his extra muscle mass, he was faster than he had any right to be.

Olympic sprinter fast.

Alice could match his pace without breaking a sweat. Boomi could go even faster in short bursts, her legs pumping like pistons as her hoplite physiology kicked in… an evolved defense mechanism that let her escape predators.

Grant stole a glance at her as she surged ahead, pale hair flying. Insatiable. Hyper. Gorgeous. And somehow his responsibility. Was she showing yet? He didn’t have any experience with a knocked-up girlfriend – although a few had tried. He was distracted enough by the sight that he didn’t notice they’d reached the bridge, and she’d beaten him.

“Ha! In your face!” she bounced on her toes… and bounced everywhere.

“This is only the halfway point,” he told her, swatting her ass.

She bit her bottom lip and moaned slightly. “No fair! Last one back to the cargo bay does push-ups!” Boomi shouted over her shoulder, already rocketing ahead like she had afterburners.

Grant shook his head and grinned. “Goddamn Energizer Bunny.” Then he kicked into high gear and took off after her.

They pounded down the main spine corridor, bare feet padding against the polished deck plates as they finished their lap. Sweat clung to Grant’s temples, his t-shirt now tied tucked in the waist of his shorts, leaving his chest bare to the ship’s recycled air. Boomi barely looked winded, her tank top plastered against her curves, white hair bouncing with every step.

“You know,” Grant huffed. “Most pregnant women don’t consider running three miles before breakfast ‘relaxing.’”

Boomi shot him a grin. “Well… Hoplia is a class 1 necroplanet, you know. Slow hoplites who couldn't run when they were pregnant all got eaten by the grendels, so... we evolved for running endurance... and for other things.” She wiggled her antennae.

Grant groaned at the reminder. 

Yeah... and not only did they evolve to get pregnant as easily as rabbits, they have multiple births...

She may not showing yet, but he could expect as many as three kids in less than five months... hoplite pregnancies were also almost half as short as Earth women.

As they jogged past the medbay module, the bright lights inside revealed a commotion. Three-foot-tall, six-legged furbeeni medtechs were frantically darting around, chittering in alarm as they guided medtech Chex onto an anti-grav gurney. The space-hamster medic twitched violently, his little paws limp.

“Chex again?” Grant muttered, slowing his pace. “Self-medicating?”

“Looks like it,” Boomi said, jogging in place. “That’s the third time.”

Chex had been a rockstar when they’d been trying to take the ship. Without him the anti-psychic fields in Aubrey’s containment cell would have friend his brains. But the poor bastard had come from a world with no real violence or trauma. The prison riot had left him with hamster-PTSD. His fellow furbeeni doted on him like a child, flushing the toxins out of his body only for him to fill them up again.

“Maybe they should grow him a surrogate clone hamster lady, like Honey. Might take the edge off.”

“Sex is your answer for everything,” Boomi smirked. “I love it.”

Grant snorted, shaking his head.

That’s when the entire ship shook.

Not physically. Not in a way he could brace for. The ship lurched in reality, like his soul had been yanked sideways. His vision fractured, colors bleeding wrong, sounds echoing like voices shouting underwater. The corridor stretched and twisted, walls peeling back into some endless, seething void that screamed in no language Grant understood.

His stomach heaved as an oily blackness swam at the edges of his perception. Shapes moved there... vast, ancient, wrong. Something looked back at him, and his skin turned to ice.

What the fuuuuu…

Boomi clutched her head and staggered, eyes wide. “Garnt... what is it—” she gasped.

The medtechs shrieked in unison, curling into trembling balls of fuzz on the floor. Whatever it was, it was hitting all of them. Grant rallied... Forced himself to walk, putting one foot in front of the other. When he reached Boomi, he wrapped his arms around her as she whimpered.

A crackle burst from the shipwide PA system. As reality wilted the noise seemed to run in his vision like lightning running along the surfaces of the ship.

“Attention…” A long pause. “I can’t… Attention! There is an… an emergency with the… Attention! Void drive assistance required in engineering immediately. Please… anyone…”

“That was…” Boomi’s eyes went wide with shock.

“Jane,” he finished. But not Jane’s normally calm, unbothered voice. Something else. He wasn’t sure what could cut through her detachment like a scalpel.

But it was nothing good.

Grant blinked, forcing himself to breathe air that felt like a sponge as reality sloshed back and forth. Splashing like water in a fishtank. He glanced at Boomi. Her cheeks were pale, antennae pulsing s sickly pale orange color.

He managed to stand and pull her after him. “Let’s go see if we’re all about to die.”

***


Chapter 2    : Voidcrash

Grant’s feet pounded the metal deck as he raced with Boomi toward the aft of the ship, the main corridor groaning like it was alive. The closer they got to engineering, the worse it got. Physical existence warped and twisted, bleeding together like wet paint. The hum of the voidspace drive grew into a low, bone-vibrating thrum that set Grant’s teeth on edge.

Boomi’s steps faltered beside him, her antennae twitching erratically. “Garnt… it’s getting bad.”

“Yeah. No time for bad. Keep moving.”

They reached the massive airlock hatch for engineering at the rear of the ship. Grant licked his thumb and pressed it to the scanner pad. The ship’s system responded to the DNA mixed with the authority micronauts in his blood. He waited an eternity – maybe two seconds – as his mind convulsed. The idea of what was real flexed.

The doors groaned open.

The air beyond felt thick, syrupy. Engineering was a nightmare. Pockets of reality distortion floated like inverted soap bubbles, refracting twisted images of the ship’s interior. Gravity surged and flipped in odd pockets, and time itself seemed to hiccup… sometimes freezing, then lurching forward.

He spotted Jane’s blue form at the main control station. Slumped over a console panel, her pink hair hung in damp clumps, pale holograms flickering across her face.

Grant grabbed Boomi’s shoulder. “Go. Get Alice.”

Boomi opened her mouth to argue but caught his look and nodded, vanishing back down the spine corridor.

Grant stepped forward, slow and deliberate. A distortion bubble drifted into him, knocking him to his knees. Not physically… just metaphysically. The deck fractured into jagged shards beneath him, each chunk showing impossible images... him as a child, an old man, a corpse. He shook his head violently.

Not real. Keep moving.

He crawled forward, impossible sounds stinging his ears, until he held his fists white-knuckled to his ears. Another pulse rippled. The air screamed in alien tongues, voices rising in a cacophony of dread. He snarled back, forcing his legs under him. Gravity flipped, slamming him into the ceiling. Pain cracked through his ribs. He dropped back to the floor with a thud, his knees exploding in agony.

Every step was like pulling himself through wet cement. He made Jane’s limp form his beacon, and pushed forward to get her.

The final ten feet stretched into an impossible corridor. The walls rippled like water. With every step, Jane’s body seemed to drift farther away. His lungs burned. His heartbeat pounded like drums at a metal concert.

“Come on, you son of a bitch…”

With a roar, he dove, catching the edge of the console and hauling himself to Jane. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her.

“Jane! You with me?”

Nothing.

He shook her violently, generating a moan from her lips. Her eyes fluttered open, dazed. “Garnt… collapse the void reaction… or the ship’s gone.”

A knot tightened in his gut. He wasn’t an engineer...just a mechanic with some wiring know-how. How the fuck was he supposed to shut down a voidspace reactor?

Help’s not coming… it’s all you…

“What do I do?” he yelled over the howling of the void tearing.

Jane’s fingers trembled as she pointed to the controls. “Collapse the voidspace bubble...”

Grant dragged himself closer to the controls and waved at the hologram instruments. A cheerful interface for Orbinex Dynamics wavered into existence... a green-skinned gremlin-looking alien in a sharply pressed engineer’s jumpsuit.

It spoke in maddeningly calm tone. Like an ad for dental floss.

“Greetings valued Orbinex user! What’s your buggem?”

“What the fuck do you think?” Grant yelled. “What’s happening?”

“Your ship’s reality integrity is experiencing minor fluctuations. Please remain calm as we process your imminent disintegration into non-Euclidean space. Your satisfaction is our priority!”

“Shut up! I need to, uh... collapse the bubble-thingy...”

The Orbinex interface blinked, then replied in the tone you expected from a disappointed bank teller informing you your account does not have enough funds. “Are you certain, valued client? Collapsing the bubble violates subsection 73-B of the Interstellar Warranty Charter, triggers a 42 page legal disclaimer, and will require you to fill out Form Zeta-9 in triplicate. As your virtual reactor assistant, I must strongly advise against such reckless, noncompliant behavior.”

“Fucking do it before I tear your microprocessor out and install you in a smart toilet!” Grant yelled.

The voidspace engine’s shutdown interface immediately flared to life. It looked like the control panel of a 747. No idea where to start.

“Great how do I collapse the void space bubble...”

“It sounds like you want to shunt the reactor core to venting mode,” the gremlin engineer said. “Can I assist you with that?”

“No...” Jane gripped his arm desperately. “T-the localized b-bubble transmission field...”

“Uh, belay that… what she said instead,” Grant shouted at it.

“Initiating transmission field collapse, please acknowledge the following terms and conditions.”

The hologram confirmation screens popped up one after another.

>[WARNING: Proceeding may result in existential implosions, hull ruptures, and the summoning of our unpaid interns from the 14th dimension. If you break it, you bought it.]

Grant gritted his teeth and jabbed his finger at the accept button. “Just do it.”

>[Are you REALLY sure you want to collapse the void bubble?]

“Yes!”

>[WARNING: You are attempting to collapse your Orbinex Dynamics™ Localized Voidspace Containment Bubble™. Side effects may include – BUT ARE NOT LIMITED TO – existential dizziness, involuntary screaming, perception of time as an unfolding wound, forfeiture of your right to a coherent personal history, and permanent erasure of objects or people whose absence you will feel but never recall. By selecting “YES,” you acknowledge that Orbinex Dynamics™ is not liable for loss of limbs, loved ones, or lingering sense of cosmic purpose. Proceed?]

“Uh… Jane? You sure about this?”

“Do… it!” Jane hissed weakly.

>[FINAL NOTICE: Execution of a Manual Collapse Procedure for your Orbinex Dynamics™ Localized Voidspace Containment Bubble™ constitutes voluntary forfeiture of all express and implied warranties, revocation of metaphysical continuity, and tacit consent for external agencies (known or unknown) to amend, redact, or wholly reassign your conscious identity. Continued existence in current form is neither guaranteed nor contractually implied. Confirm? Y/N]

“Yes,” Grant growled, slamming the override.

For a moment there was nothing. Then like a rushing tidal wave the dimensions collapsed like shattered glass and endless stairs folding in impossible Escher loops. A churning kaleidoscope of colors and anti-colors tearing at Grant’s sanity. Reality stretched to breaking before it snapped back like a rubber band.

The ship lurched, and Grant’s stomach twisted violently.

Then everything was normal again.

>[NOTICE: Action completed. Congratulations, valued Orbinex client! All subsequent catastrophic failures, dimensional implosions, and lawsuits are now officially YOUR problem. We at Orbinex Dynamics thank you for choosing recklessness!]

He checked Jane... alive, breathing, but trembling like she was freezing to death. She moaned.

“You’re okay,” he murmured, brushing sweat-matted hair from her face.

Then the deck shuddered. Sparks sprayed, and the lights died with a hollow thunk. Darkness swallowed engineering. A moment later emergency lights flickered on.

Jane’s voice came small and broken. “I’m sorry, Garnt. There… there was no other way.”

He gripped her hand tight. “You kept us alive.”

“You don't understand...” Her pink irises were wide and haunted. “We’re trapped.”

“What?” He turned to the hologram. “Hey dumbshit, what’s she talking about?”

“Main drive critical failure detected,” the gremlin’s syrupy corporate voice announced at the console. “Don’t panic! Instead, why not relax with a refreshing cold beverage from our sponsors at Funtopia Nectar™… because if you’re going to explode, you might as well do it hydrated!”

***

The bridge was a mess.

Half the consoles were dark. The other half sputtered in low light mode from holographic controls, warning icons blinking like angry neon mosquitoes. The smell of burned circuitry clung to every surface. A few control panels shimmered now and then, holographic interface hissing like they might finally give up and derez into white static for good.

“Power systems update,” the ship announced. “Backup supply at 30% and falling. Feeling down? Why not try an aquafit class in our very own Battrian Fully Organic Nutrient Gel pool?”

The ship's emergency backup system had kicked in, and from what Grant could tell it had been bought second-hand off an interstellar cruise ship and improperly reset. An hour ago it had announced: “Attention valued guests! Tonight’s Exotic Tentacle Dance Revue will begin promptly in the Stardust Lounge. Complimentary mind-altering cocktails and neural inhibitors are now available for Platinum-tier passengers!”

Grant rubbed his forehead, trying to block out the AI as he surveyed his crew.

They were a wreck. But they were alive.

Boomi sat cross-legged on the deck, her tank top torn and streaked with soot, one antenna bent at a painful angle. Alice leaned on a console, arms folded tight across her chest, her gray jumpsuit patched with what looked like duct tape after hours of emergency repairs. Honey had a tray of drinks from one of the remaining functional beverage dispensers and passed out cans of Ch’thunk!™ Nutrient Gel. It was served lukewarm and had a texture somewhere between “chewy” and “unpredictable”. Kindof a sweet-and-salty suspension that numbed the tongue entirely, making sure you couldn’t taste the second mouthful.

She smiled at him. The innocent clone seemed unfazed, and confident the others would handle things. Her dark hair tied back with an improvised bandanna reminded him painfully of his real ex girlfriend she was cloned from.

Jane was back on her feet but only because she stood stiffly in a medical exoskeleton, servos whirring as they held her upright, her perfect blue skin marred with wound patches and spray skin. She’d waded into the sparking and burning machinery of the engine compartment without a single thought for herself and taken a beating. Merin, pale even for the space elf, sat hunched in the captain’s chair with her long fingers pressed to her temple – the dimensional unravelling had hit her harder than the rest and the hamsters had heavily medicated her. Squeaks clutched a sleestak toolkit in her four arms like a life jacket while Bonda lay flattened on the deck, shivering slightly.

Medtech Chex represented the Furbeeni contingent. The six-legged rodent looked like he’d barely held it together, his whiskers twitching nervously, and he had two fresh patches of ‘calm enhancer’ stuck to the back of two hands.

“I guess this is everybody…” Grant said finally, standing with his arms crossed. He tried to sound strong, or at least confident. But his voice felt raw. He’d spent the last twelve hours wrestling the void drive’s death throes, just like the rest of them. “Listen up. We’re alive. The ship didn’t tear itself apart. That’s… that’s the good news.”

No one cheered. Not even a weak smile.

Grant exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. “I know we’re beat to hell. I know we’re hungry, tired, and every system’s trying to kill us. But we’re still breathing, and that means we’ve got a shot.”

“Attention!” the ship’s AI took that moment to announce. “Crew cafeteria system offline. Tonight’s special, ‘Galaxy Riblets in Artificial Gravy,’ has been cancelled. Please direct complaints to your nearest corporate grief counselor.”

“Shut up,” Grant muttered at the ceiling. “Jane,” he said, turning toward her. “Walk us through it. What happened?”

Her pink eyes glowed faintly under the dim lights. “We were... I was.... performing a routine course correction in voidspace. Standard procedure during extended travel. Our void drive uses a stabilized dual-phase inversion field to maintain consistent trajectory through extradimensional vectors.”

Grant grunted. “English, Jane.”

She tilted her head. “We were altering destination from our initial reverse-course that would have returned us to planet Dirt. Then the drive became unstable.”

“Why?” Alice asked sharply.

“Since both you and Garnt had elected to not return to your homeworld it made no sense to continue there. Additionally, it would be the first place the sleestak look if they’re pursuing us.”

“No, I mean why did the systems become unstable.”

Jane shook her head slightly, the servos of her exoskeleton clicking. “Damage sustained during the skirmish over Courthouse-17C likely compromised several of the null-field regulators. When we adjusted course, the strain overloaded the flux capacitors.”

Grant was pretty sure that ‘flux capacitors’ was something from a movie. The translator micronauts were trying to provide context by using language they thought he would understand. It made him question if half the things he was hearing were real.

“Wait,” Boomi said, squinting. “Are you saying… we’re lost?”

Jane’s lips thinned. “I am saying the void drive collapsed mid-maneuver. We lost navigational integrity, but I – or rather Garnt – managed to initiate a bubble collapse to prevent total hull disintegration.”

“So we’re off course? Where exactly were we heading?” Grant asked carefully. “Hey, ship… where are we?”

“Current location unknown. Good news! Lost ships have a 2.3% chance of being found. Odds improve if your original flight plan destination was logged with authorities.”

Jane hesitated. “We’re on the same course I had just updated: away from Dirt. Navigation is not the issue and can easily be restored. Exiting voidspace however… is a completely different matter.”

Jane’s exoskeleton hissed softly as she adjusted her stance. Her voice was low but carried across the dimly lit bridge. “The dimensional buffering from the void engine overloaded multiple ship systems. Power distribution, navcom relays, even the waste recycling is offline. Most of it can be repaired, given time.”

Grant crossed his arms, staring at the flickering holographic displays. “But there’s a catch, isn’t there?”

Jane didn’t hesitate. “The quantum stabilizer matrix is fried. Without it, the void engine can’t form a transition bubble.”

Grant frowned. “So if we drop out of voidspace, are we near a planet for repairs?”

Jane’s pink eyes locked on him, unblinking. “No, Garnt. We’re still in voidspace. Without a functioning void drive, we can’t make an exit bubble. We’ll drift in the void for eternity. The rest of our lives… spent on this ship.”

A nervous murmur rippled through the crew. Boomi’s antenna twitched as she asked, “Can’t we just make a new… quantum whatsit?”

Jane sighed, the servos on her frame whining. “I can attempt to cobble together a replacement. But the odds of success are poor.”

“Define ‘poor’,” Alice said flatly.

“Single digits,” Jane replied.

Grant slammed his fist against the console, making the nearest holo display flicker.

No way… he wasn’t going out like that. He wasn’t going to let the girls go out like that…

“I refuse to accept this is the end. Where can we go to get replacement parts?”

Boomi spoke up. Quiet, but calm. “Its not called the ‘void’ for no reason. There’s nothing in it.”

Grant’s mind raced. “There’s ships like us, isn’t there? Can’t we scan for another ship? Or send a distress signal? Worst case, we ditch this tub and hitch a ride.”

Jane didn’t even blink. “Scanning systems are limited in voidspace. Range: three light minutes. After that, it’s blind.”

“Then what about a distress signal?” Grant pressed. “Broadcast and wait for someone to pick us up.”

Jane’s lips tightened. “Grant, no one is listening. Communications in voidspace are limited to hyperpulse relays, which we don’t have. Even if we sent a signal, it would drift forever. And…” she paused for effect, her voice flattening. “There is no interstellar maritime law. There are no patrols. No rescue vessels. In the unlikely event another ship finds us, they would likely murder us, strip the ship for scrap, and sell what’s left of us for organ replacement programs.”

Grant felt the pit in his stomach deepen, but he gritted his teeth. “I would never let that happen. There’s got to be a way to find a ship. And if... when... we run into one I can goddam-guarantee you our ship won't be the one who comes off worse for it.”

He'd step over the bodies of their crew and rip the quantum thingamabob out of the guts of their engine with his bare hands if he had to...

Merin’s voice was quiet. “I might be able to scan for life signatures if we rig an amplifier for my psionics.”

“See?” Grant said enthusiastically. “That's all we need, think outside the box... literally.”

“But...” Merin continued. “The range would be extremely limited.”

“So? Boost it more,” Alice suggested.

Merin rolled her eyes. “I’m not a machine, gingerbread. Boost too much and it would melt my brain.”

“Some psychic you are,” Alice grumbled.

The space elf gritted her teeth, ears twitching. “What do you know? To scan any distance across the void would require immense psychic power. We’re talking the Star Goat of psychics. I can't do it, and I don't know any Tarsian who could! So unless you’ve got a space wizard so powerful they can bend reality hidden in your butthole, forget it!”

The room went quiet but Grant winced slightly at what he had to do next.

Psychic superpowers? Aw hell...

“Um...” Grant felt every eye turn toward him. His stomach twisted as he realized what he had to do. ”I might know somebody who could pull it off.”

***

The sleestak science module was in just as bad a state as they’d left it during the riot to seize the ship. It smelled like burned plastics and chemicals, the faint rot of decaying organic experiments and not a single room had survived intact after the experiments got loose. After making their way to the secure deck of the module, Grant stood at the head of his ragged little crew outside the last functional high-security vault. The air hummed with power as containment generators pulsed, crackling faintly like a thousand wasps trapped in glass jars.

“What is this?” Jane asked, jaw dropping. “Now I know what's been drawing so much power!”

“It's a neuroresonance containment cell...” Merin gasped.

Merin was barely upright, her pale face slick with sweat as Honey held her steady. The space elf’s long ears twitched erratically, picking up the low thrum of psychic interference from the generators.

Jane was puzzled. “But why? Why not just dose... whoever... with a steady drip of ephemeral to block their powers? Why go to so much effort?”

Chex looked ready to bolt. Nervously wringing his whiskers. “Because ephemeral isn't strong enough.”

Merin’s eyes went wide. Grant turned to the space hamster, where he was balanced nervously on his hind paws, tiny, clawed hands wringing a datapad.

Grant rapped his knuckles on the door. “Alright, Chex. Shut down the restraint systems.”

“Inmate Garnt, this is a terrible—”

“Captain Garnt,” Boomi reminded him.

Chex’s fur puffed in annoyance. “Captain Garnt, this is a terrible idea. The creature in this vault isn’t just dangerous… it’s reality-warping dangerous. Without these telepathic dampeners for negative thought suppression, it could twist the fabric of existence. It wouldn’t even need to attack our minds. It could make us tear each other apart without lifting a claw!”

Grant held up a hand. “She’s not a monster, Chex. I can vouch for her.”

“How?” Alice blurted.

“I, uh… I’ve been in contact with her since I got onboard. Remember the dreams we had about our childhood in the isocube?”

“That was… that was this wizard?” Alice’s eyebrows nearly met in the middle.

Boomi’s antennae perked up like a dog hearing a dinner bell. “She?”

Merin’s pointed ears twitched. “Grant, you didn’t mention this… female before.”

Grant sighed. “Because I knew you’d all act like this.”

Chex was still shaking his fuzzy head. “You don’t understand, hyumin. She can’t be trusted. She—”

“Chex.” Grant’s voice was steel. “Do it.”

The space hamster fumbled at his medical kit and applied a derma patch on the shaved spot on his middle set of arms. A little holographic label flickered above it with a corporate ad slogan:

“Calmexa™ – Because emotional stability is just a chemical away! Side effects may include joy, compliance, and spontaneous loss of: motivation for work, relationships, sexual gratification, personal hygeine, and eating. Consider purchasing a product from our line of adult diapers if you plan to consume more than one dose daily.”

“Don’t suppose you’ve got a spare of those, do you?” Alice asked.

The little Furbeeni medtech let out a long sigh, then scurried over to the control panel. His claws danced over the keys as he powered down each lock in turn.

The console AI bleated in alarm.

“WARNING: Disengaging synaptic binding field is inadvisable. Remember: PsiLok Neural Solutions is not responsible for reality inversions, crew liquefaction, or spontaneous timeline collapses.”

“Here we go…” Chex whispered. “If we all die, I told you so.”

He hit the final sequence. With a sound like an ancient beast exhaling, the vault hissed and whirred, mechanical locks disengaging one by one. Gas vented in plumes, lights flashed red and yellow, and the heavy door groaned as it began to slide open.

Grant stood his ground, muscles coiled, as a small shadow moved inside.

Out of the mist came… a tiny alien arachnid. She was the size of a basketball, her delicate legs clicking on the metal floor. Her round body looked like a cross between a hermit crab and one of those cute spiders with water droplets for hats. Eight shiny black eyes blinked up at them as she waved a claw cheerfully.

“Hi there!” her voice chirped in their heads. “I’m Aubrey. It’s so nice to finally meet all of you! Grant's told me so much about you! Well... actually… I've read his thoughts about you while he is in an unconscious state when I can bridge the mind-thought barrier. Same diff, right?”

Alice’s jaw dropped. “That’s her? The nightmare reality-warping terror?”

Boomi knelt down and patted her shell, practically squealing. “She's so adorable!”

“'Thank you, Boomi! So are you! Or at least Grant thinks so, and I believe whatever Grant says! Or thinks...”

Grant grinned. “Told you she wasn’t a monster.”

Aubrey scuttled closer, her claws clacking like tiny castanets. “Are we going on an adventure? I love adventures!”

“Funny you should ask,” Grant said. “We're kindof in trouble, Bree, and we're hoping you can help us.”

***

Two months in voidspace was a long time to sit still with nothing to fight.

The stars didn’t even move out here – in fact, there weren’t any stars, just that slick, oil-sheen nothing pressing against the ship like it had been shrink-wrapped in an acid trip. Days stopped meaning much after a while. It became meals, sleep, and the occasional existential groan from the void drive when Jane prodded it with a diagnostic probe.

Everyone dealt with it in their own way. Some better than others.

Alice, for example, had buried herself in the flight trainer, drilling maneuvers on the prison ship and the smaller corvette in the docking bay as if she were training for a NASCAR race or rehearsing an Apollo landing. Squeaks got restless, volunteering for every maintenance task she could dream up – Grant saw her dismantling the same junction box outside the cargo bay four times just to put it back together. Honey seemed the least affected. She went full domestic, filling the galley with strange experimental baked goods mostly made from the same stuff as the protein bars. Grant admired her ability to be content with the smallest tasks.

But it was Jane who became the focus of their hopes and that became a real problem.

She had to have felt it. Despite her cold and collected exterior he knew there was a living breathing feeling woman underneath it all. She threw herself into increasingly desperate attempts to scratch-build a quantum stabilizer matrix from salvaged parts, each one ending in failure and more frayed nerves. After the fifth attempt she collapsed; she’d stopped sleeping for more than an hour at a time, barely ate, getting obsessive enough that Grant finally ordered her to take a break before she burned out entirely. Chex dosed her up with some Calmex on his orders and put her in a hospital zero-gravity bed to recover.

Grant's biggest surprise was Merin.

Their resident space witch spent most of her time holed up in the bridge with Bree, the arachnid alien curled up in her lap while Merin sat in the captain's chair. The two of them staring out into space while the hum of the void wrapped around the ship. On the few occasions Bree left the bridge to get some food from the mess or visit the cargo bay for 'family dinner' Merin trailed after her with a nervous scowl. Grant sometimes caught Merin’s expression... a mix of fascination and a flicker of unease... whenever Bree’s too-big-for-her-age psychic tricks were on display.

Then one day she wasn’t on the bridge. He couldn’t find her anywhere. He didn’t want to alarm anybody and took it on himself to track down the missing elf.

Finally, he found the pale girl at the shuttle bay viewport, one finger twisting her long black hair, the void pressing against the glass like an oil slick on the ocean. He breathed a sigh of relief and leaned on the bulkhead beside her.

“What?” she asked.

“Can’t you tell? I thought you were the psychic.”

“Am I? I thought I was… then your ‘kid sister’ showed up. Now I feel like a fraud tachyon puppeteer who makes gerbiloids vanish out of a hat at a juvenile’s chrysalid hatchfest celebration.”

A what at a what?

“Okay…” he said. “This a Mozart–Salieri thing? You gunning for the kid?”

“What's a Mozart? Some kind of alien species?”

Grant sighed. “I mean are you planning on poisoning her food because she's better at this whole mind-powers thing.”

Merin’s icy blue eyes widened before she let out a small laugh. “You really are a backwater native, aren’t you? No, Garnt. Not jealousy. Just… it’s been so long since I’ve had someone of my own kind to talk to without words. Bree’s... she’s like... family now. Like she is to you.”

Grant studied her face, reading the sincerity there, until she added, almost offhand, “There's no interference when you connect telepathically... none of the clumsy constructs and walls people use with language. Like when I saw some of your memories through her and—”

“My what?”

Merin looked caught with her hand in the cookie jar. If the jar was his brain and her hand was her obsessive little elf libido. “She... she’s shared some of your memories with me.” She blushed.

His shoulders went tight. “Has she now?”

Merin gave a little shrug, getting defensive. “Alice has the advantage – she’s from Dirt, like you!”

Grant stared at her, baffled. “You started nosing in my memories because of Alice?”

Merin looked up at him, big dark eyes wide with emotion. “I... I wanted to know you better. This was… my way.” She met his gaze.

“Hope you get a good look,” he scowled.

Merin stood stiff, arms crossed like a shield. Her voice was quiet, rough at the edges. “At first I thought it was just what you did to my body. Just orgasms. Something reckless to feel alive.” She glanced away. “But then you didn’t leave. You didn’t push. You were just… there. And suddenly I didn’t feel like I had to fight everything. I didn’t feel alone.”

She swallowed hard. “So I had to know if it was real. If what I felt… if you… were real.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “And?”

Merin didn’t answer.

Out the window, the void pulsed like a bruise that wouldn’t heal – green veins, purple scars, all of it flickering like mood lighting at an alien strip club. Merin stood silhouetted against it, backlit and beautiful, arms folded like she was hugging herself.

Grant came up beside her. Said nothing. She punched him in the chest in frustration. “Stupid necroplanet primitive!”

Then the next moment those same lips were kissing him. She kissed like she was about to self-destruct and he was the off switch.

Well there’s your answer…

He didn’t think. Just scooped her up bridal-style and scanned for the nearest dark hole to crawl into.

The sleestak shuttle was the closest thing.

That’ll do…

Inside they didn’t even make it to the padded flight crew chair in the cockpit. She made hungry noises as they kissed. Then she broke contact for a moment and her eyes glowed. The nearest crew seat slammed it into the full horizontal position. A moment later an invisible force tossed him into it. Grant grunted at the impact and tried to sit up. Thought twice as the lust-filled space elf gestured at him with one hand like shooing a fly and his clothes were yanked off his body. A moment later she landed on him, straddling his thighs. Kissing him hard.

Goddam. Nothing between his hard cock and the warmth between her legs but the thin cloth of her bodysuit. He grabbed two fistfuls of the fabric and tore it apart with his bare hands. She let out a small cry of wonder and froze in his arms as his cock pressed to her opening.

“This what you want?”

She nodded her head vigorously, too shy to say it out loud.

He didn't know who moved first. Maybe both. But their bodies connected again.

He let her do most of the work this time. It seemed only fair for snooping in his memories. She rode him, legs spread wide, butterflied out so he could hold her hips and watch her flat stomach bulge with each thrust deep inside her. She was sated from before and took her time this round. Slowly enjoying the feel of him stirring inside her, like a wine connoisseur tasting every moment. He stared into her icy eyes and he felt something buzz inside the base of his skull.

It started as a low throb behind his eyes. Not pain. Not quite. More like a pressure building behind the forehead, like the moment before a sneeze or a trying to remember something that slipped away every time you concentrated on it too much. He blinked.

Merin's pale eyes were already on his. Widened. Unblinking.

The buzzing deepened. Vibrated. Electric in the bones. And suddenly it wasn’t just him in his head anymore.

A rush of color. Of feeling. Joy not his own flared bright in his chest, threaded with a terrified vulnerability that hit like a sucker punch to the gut. It wasn’t his. It was hers. He knew it the way you knew your way home: familiar and undeniable.

He saw flashes of her past. A sky split open by warships. Screaming. Fire. A child hiding under a collapsed building with ash in her mouth and no one left to cry for. A life on the run. The slow, awful burial of a culture beneath centuries of dirt and propaganda. Then: loneliness. Endless. Bone-deep. Cold.

Her anger. Her rebellion. The desperate things she'd done. Bloody. Screaming. Necessary.

He saw her hiding her power. Smiling through gritted teeth. Faking normalcy. Lying to breathe. He felt the guilt. The shame. The grinding ache of being too dangerous to touch.

And under it all, this impossible, electric joy in his arms... because for once in her cursed life, she wasn’t alone.

Grant felt his own memories bleed outward. Like breath fogging on a cold day. Childhood summers in a backyard with bad grass. His drunk uncle's calloused hand teaching him how to change a sparkplug. His first real heartbreak. That time he got jumped behind the loading dock and laughed through a split lip so the three guys had got scared and backed off. All of it. Flooding forward. Bared. Naked. More exposed than anything he'd ever felt before.

Her eyes widened. She was seeing it too.

Grant had never felt anything like it.

It wasn’t slow or playful now… it was desperate. Clinging. Their hands trembled. Their lips crushed. The psychic connection pulsed like a current between them. When it hit – when she shook and creamed all around him and he emptied inside her – he saw stars that weren’t in the sky and heard Merin cry out with a voice that was echoing inside his head even though her mouth was silent. They held each other through the body-wracking waves. Not two people, but something else. Shared. Terrifying and beautiful.

And then it was over.

They lay still. Gasping. Tangled in the rags of her clothes and the momentary touch into each other’s minds.

Grant wasn't sure how long they'd been like that. Minutes? Hours? Time was funny when you were tangled up with a beautiful space elf who did things to your body that didn't exist in any respectable anatomy textbook. Her black hair lay scattered across his chest like spilled shadows

Their breathing had slowed, but neither of them spoke.

Grant finally managed to speak. “What the hell just happened?”

Merin didn’t answer.

She blinked rapidly. Looked at him like she didn’t recognize him… or worse, like she recognized him too well. Then she slipped out of the bed with eerie grace, naked and shaking, holding the rags of her clothes to her body.

“Merin – wait.”

“I can't.”

“Can't what?”

She didn’t answer. Just bolted like the shuttle was on fire. The exterior hatch cycled open, leaving her silhouetted against the void again.

“Just stay away from me,” she whispered.

The door shut behind her. Grant lay in stunned silence. He stared at the ceiling. Still trying to understand what the hell Merin had done to him.

Part of him knew he should go after her. Make her tell him what that was. But this was Merin he was talking about... Of all the girls she was the most closed off. Even Jane – as oddly detached as she was – wanted connection... even though she sucked at it.

Merin always seemed fixed on going it alone.

Not so sure of that now... not after... whatever that was...

***

He didn’t see Merin the next day. Or the next. Or the week after that. Chex called him to let him know she’d checked into the medbay with some sort of stress-induced illness and was in a recovery pod.

First Jane, now Merin.

Much more of floating dead in voidspace and they’d all go crazy… one by one.

Grant tried not to dwell on the idea that this might be the end – drifting here until supplies ran out… or tempers did. But every so often, he’d catch one of the girls watching him like he was supposed to have the plan. And that was enough to keep him looking for one.

The only one who didn’t seem concerned, or even unhappy, by the situation was Boomi. Over the last two months he’d grown closer to all the girls, but slowly and surely the albino jackrabbit from hoplia was winning him over.

Grant hadn’t noticed it at first. Boomi had always been the ship’s happy-go-lucky agent of chaos – an oversexed energizer bunny who would crack a joke when he was balls deep inside her. Always ready for a good time and never weighed down by deep thoughts or heavy moods. He’d liked her that way. Simple. Predictable. A sugar rush in human form.

Two months locked in voidspace peeled back layers he hadn’t expected.

He started seeing the other Boomi – the one who could shut down brewing stress-induced fights between the girls before they went nuclear, who could get two people who wanted to strangle each other to agree on a compromise. She never talked about her past. Whenever someone mentioned family, she got that flicker of sadness in her eyes, then bulldozed the conversation somewhere else – usually to say this was her family now. And more than once, she’d grin and say she couldn’t wait to make Grant a daddy, which brought a chorus of catcalls from the others.

As the baby bump grew so did her affections. She never stopped being Boomi but she seemed kinder to him than ever before. He’d actually gone to ask for Chex’s medical opinion about it.

“Hey Chex… is it, like, possible that hoplite biology makes them… I dunno… get more clingy? During pregnancy? Some weird alien bond thing?”

The three-foot Furbeeni medic-hamster, paused the lab experiment he was working on. His whiskers twitched. He looked at Grant like he’d just asked if gravity needed batteries.

“Wow,” Chex said flatly. “Truly. Galactically. Stupid.”

Grant blinked. “What?”

“Yeah… she’s suffering from a rare debilitating condition…”

“Shit, really?” his blood went cold.

“Yeah, it’s called ‘having feelings’. Idiot. It’s not alien biology, Captain Testes. She loves you.”

Admittedly this was a first for Grant but the hamster’s words hadn’t made him feel less stupid.

He noticed it all the time after that. How she always tried to look after him.

When she caught him staring too long at the ship’s systems readout with that thousand-yard stare that came from trying to figure a way out of this mess, she’d lure him away. Sometimes with his favorite meal, or sometimes just ask him to show her a new game on the QT-5 console. For a while she would suggest a few rounds in the heavy-gravity workout room. Bust mostly the detours ended in sweaty, tangled sheets. And somewhere in the middle of all that, he realized he was feeling a genuine connection to her.

The next time it was Boomi’s turn to spend the night with him they fucked until they were exhausted and collapsed onto his cheap trailer mattress. Alien girl snuggling him with her feathery antennae stroking his bare chest. He held her close and wondered what the hell he was doing.

She wasn’t human. Not in the way he was.

The sex was crazy, but where else was he going with this? Every day, her pregnancy showed a little more. And with each subtle change, it sank in deeper: he was going to be a father. He considered himself to be the least qualified man in the world – maybe the galaxy – to know what good parenting was like. And he was honest enough with himself to be scared by that.

Boomi lay warm against him, head tucked under his chin, breathing slow and satisfied. His hand traced lazy circles on her back. She shifted, palm sliding down to rub her lower belly.

“Mmph,” she murmured with a grin. “Think we went at it too hard.”

Grant snorted. “You were on top. That’s on you, cowgirl.”

She giggled. He chuckled. The kind of stupid, half-asleep laughter that came easy after banging out most of their brain cells. He started to drift off that way and slid into an exhausted sleep, warmed by the soft body against him.

You’re overthinking… This isn't so bad...

When Grant woke again, the bed was empty. Wet, sloppy noises came from the other side of the camper. He sat up groggily and spotted Boomi. Squatting naked on the floor, bare back to him, double-fisting a vegetarian curry MRE she'd ripped open on the floor like she was trying to kill it before it killed her.

“Uh…” he started, moving slowly, unsure if he should reach for her or a broom. “You okay there, champ?”

She glanced over her shoulder, curry smeared at the corners of her mouth, red eyes a little too bright. “Stomach ache. Food helps.”

Grant eased closer, voice low like he was talking to a growling pit bull. “Right. Sure. Totally normal. How bout I put that on a plate for you?”

“I’m fine,” she said – and then her eyes rolled back, and she pitched sideways.

“Boomi!” Grant was off the bed and scooping her up before his brain caught up. She was limp but breathing, head lolling against his chest. What the fuck? He patted her face. Splashed some water on her. She moaned but wouldn't wake up.

Fuck this...

He barreled out the camper door with her in his arms. Out of the cargo bay and down the corridor, bare feet slapping metal.

The medbay doors took their sweet time opening. He slammed them apart with his shoulder. The space-hamster nurse on duty behind the desk squeaked and dove under the counter.

“Get the senior medtechs! Now!”

To their credit, the space hamsters were professionals. They came boiling out ready for action. In a minute they had Boomi on a gurney, scanners humming, little paws flying over touchpads. One by one, they called out the negatives:

“No neural embolism.”
“No cardiac rupture.”
“No voidspace emboli.”

Finally Chibbins, the senior doctor, made a noise, eyes going wide as his scanner pinged over her abdomen. “Oh my… she is... very pregnant.”

Grant stared at him. “No shit. We knew that! What does that mean... she's more advanced than she should be?”

Voidspace making complications maybe? Some sort of time dilation thing?

Doctor Chibbins shook his head, whiskers twitching. “Yes, but… not this pregnant. Is it normal to have this many offspring at once?”

Furry bastard wouldn’t say anything else as he started ordering treatment. The space-hamster medtechs swarm over Boomi like they were tuning up a prized racecar. Their scanners chirped, their claws clicked, and their voices overlapped in a squeaky storm of clinical excitement. Whatever they did seemed to rouse Boomi. She opened her eyes and tried to sit up.

“Easy...” Grant said, taking her hand. “You passed out.”

“Did I? That's not like me.” Her antennae crossed in confusion.

Chibbins was still sending queries into the medbay analyzer and scrolling through readouts. 

“I see...” he 'hmmmd'. “Hyumin males from Dirt... fertile year-round. Hoplite females... capable of carrying multiple births.” He turned to the worried couple. “I think I see the problem.”

Grant went cold. “What's the bad news?” he asked, stomach churning.

“You seem to have discovered a rare medical condition. Unique, in fact, due to you being the only Hoplia/Dirt mating pair. The result of your constant copulation is conception after every single mating event.”

What the fuck did that mean…

The senior doctor’s whiskers twitched as he turned a holoprojection of the body scanner pointed at Boomi’s stomach. Looked like an overcrowded fish tank. “Which brings us to our current… astounding tally: nine developing offspring.”

“Nine?” he managed numbly. Grant’s brain hiccupped. His face drained like someone had pulled the plug. “Oh, is that all?”

Boomi tilted her head, not realizing what stunned sarcastic denial sounds like. She tapped a finger to her bottom lip calmly, thinking back. “I’m sure we did it way more times than that, but then again you didn’t shoot your baby batter inside every time.”

Grant made a noise somewhere between a cough and a death rattle, lowering himself into the nearest chair. “Nine kids isn’t… that’s not even medically… oh, hell.”

Boomi blinked at the monitor, a flicker of doubt in her eyes before a proud smile spread across her face. “That’s… actually pretty impressive. Wonder if that’s a record?”

Grant buried his head in his hands. “We’re gonna need a bigger ship. With one hell of a nursery.”

The doctor cleared his throat delicately. “It seems that even given hoplite resiliency with multiple births Boomi has reached a physical limit. Hence her sudden collapse. Given the extreme physiological strain, we must insist that you cease sexual activity immediately for her sake.”

Boomi’s smile died. Slowly. “Excuse me?” Her voice was calm, but the temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees.

Grant held up his hands. “Boomi, maybe let him expl—”

She slid off the gurney with predatory grace, monitors measuring her blood pressure and hormone levels suddenly spiking and setting off alarms. The thin medical sheet slipping down to her hips, baring a dangerous amount of smooth skin. “Nobody tells me I can’t have sex with my man.”

The hamsters took one look, suddenly remembering hoplites had evolved on a class-1 necroplanet and was only harmless in comparison to Grant and Alice. They started to retreat, leaving Chibbins to deal with her wrath.

The senior doctor’s tail puffed. “Clarification! I meant no vaginal activity. In fact… due to hoplite endocrine demands… it is medically imperative you continue receiving doses of his, ah… hormone-rich genetic material orally to maintain gestational stability.”

“Dose of what?” she glared.

Chibbins seemed profoundly uncomfortable. “You... need to swallow his ejaculate. It seems to be key in maintaining your hormonal balances.”

Grant blinked. Did he just say what I think he said?

Boomi froze, then beamed like the sun breaking through stormclouds. “Oh. Well, that’s fine then. Right?” she asked Grant. Then had a sudden thought and turned back to Chibbins. “What about butt stuff? Would that work too?”

Grant put his face in his hands. Fucksakes...

***

Day 46 of being marooned in voidspace, Grant stirred awake to the faint smell of sun-warmed rock and saltwater. The first thing he noticed was heat radiating from his left… Alice. Still naked, her pale skin almost glowing in the faint holographic sunrise overhead. On his right, Honey lay curled against him, her dark curly hair a tangled halo, her breath soft and slow. Both of them were pressed so close he could feel their heartbeats.

The ‘hot rocks’ chamber wasn’t so bad... for a fake desert. The sleestak had built it to simulate their homeworld… a rocky biome with a watering hole and a sky dome projector that cycled through the day. Grant had spent the night sunbathing, swimming, and letting the two girls exhaust him in more ways than one. He suspected they were worried about his stress levels after two months stuck in the void and decided the best cure was… well, this.

He could practically hear Jane’s voice in his head: “Medically speaking, your current regimen of rotating partner orgasm delivery yields measurable benefits: lowered cortisol, elevated endorphins and oxytocin, improved cardiovascular function, and enhanced pelvic floor strength. The data strongly supports continuation.”

For a second, he thought he heard someone calling his name. He cracked one eye open and scanned the chamber. Nobody.

‘Grant!’

The voice wasn’t out loud. It was inside his skull, buzzing with excitement.

‘Bree?’

‘Grant! Grant! Grant! I – uh – it’s – I found – I mean I’m so – wait – let me—'

The psychic static hit him like a shot of espresso straight to the frontal lobe. Alice and Honey stirred beside him, woken up by the noise in their skulls.

Alice pressed a hand to her temple. “Bree?” she murmured aloud, her voice heavy with sleep. “What’s going on? You’re… you’re flooding the channel.”

Alice had shed some of her Earth-standard shyness. As much as ten percent. She sat up slowly, covered her naked body with a blanket.

‘Sorry! Sorry!’ Bree’s voice squeaked in their heads. ‘I was just – oh my gosh – I found something! I finally found something in the void!’

Grant rubbed his face and sighed. ‘You what?’

‘A ship!’ she squealed with excitement. ‘I found a ship!’

Five minutes later Grant, Alice, and Honey hurried onto the bridge, still barefoot and half-dressed. Weeks since they’d nearly blown up the ship and the place still smelled faintly of scorched plastic, but most of the systems had been patched up and flickered to life. Consoles blinked. Holographic screens flickered. And a soft hum thrummed underfoot as the ship limped along on jury-rigged systems.

“Attention valued guests!” the ship’s emergency backup AI chirped with a nauseating cheer. “The Galactic Glitter Conga Parade will begin on the Lido Deck in five minutes! Complimentary glowsticks and lubricated footwear available for all Platinum-tier passengers. Liability waivers mandatory for conga-related injuries.”

As they crossed the room, Grant heard the bridge hatch open and looked back.

Merin.

She winced away from looking at him. “I heard your conversation,” she said. “There’s a ship?”

A small, boxy hovercart zipped up with a cheerful electronic chime. It coasted to a stop in front of Grant and perched inside – legs delicately folded like a hermit crab in a shell – was Aubrey. The little arachnid alien waved a tiny claw.

‘Grant! I found it! I found it! I found it!’ she squeaked in their heads, her psychic voice jittery with excitement.

“Whoa, slow down, Bree,” Grant said, holding up a hand. “You found what? Is it a ship?”

He went to the detection controls – they’d all become minor experts at the scanning gear over the past weeks. Everyone taking turns staring at it hoping for a ship to pop up on their radar. It didn’t show anything. Just the same voidspace distortions.

“I don’t see shit.”

‘That’s because I didn’t find it by scanning for power systems or engines. I found it by the psychic resonance!’

“How far?” Alice said eagerly.

“Jane says ten days at half power… shorter if we really burn. I called her first.”

Merin’s ears perked up. “Hold up. Psychic resonance? You mean… you sensed a mind? Across that distance? That’s—”

‘Incredible, right?’ Aubrey chirped. ‘It was like a ripple in the void, and I could feel it… like a soundless song. The resonance is faint but there. I tuned my focus using a tertiary resonance fold and inverted my perception fields to amplify the signal.’

Merin blinked, stunned. “But that’s impossible. Even with resonance feedback loops and psi-echo harmonics, the range would be—”

‘Stupidly far!’ Aubrey interrupted, bouncing in her little hovercart. ‘I know! It wasn’t just me, though. The psychic energy on that ship is powerful too. I’m pretty sure that helped me lock onto it.’

Merin frowned, her long ears twitching as she processed. “What kind of consciousness would generate that sort of signal? Can you tell what it's thinking? Is it hostile?”

Aubrey’s eight shiny black eyes blinked. ‘It’s not exactly a mind. It’s more like an echo. Like, um, a voice inside a well. It keeps repeating, over and over. Not… conscious. But not random either.’

Grant felt a chill creep up his spine as he leaned on the console. “It’s a distress call.”

Honey bit her lip, shifting nervously. “Grant… if it’s in distress, maybe we shouldn’t go near it. What if whatever’s there is dangerous to us too?”

Grant shook his head, jaw tight. “We don’t have a choice. That ship might be our only chance to get the parts we need to fix the void engine and get the hell out of this nightmare. If there’s danger, we deal with it. But sitting here isn’t an option.”

He turned to address the console. “Hey ship, this is your captain speaking. Alert the crew and start plotting a course for the signal,” he barked.

“Aye-aye! Recalculating.” Then a beep. “WARNING! Rerouting course is contra-indicated.”

“What? Why?”

“This course adjustment will cancel the Glowstick Foam Rave on Deck 6 and interfere with the Ergonium Pancake Juggle-Off. As your friendly Events Coordinator, I must officially protest ruining our guests’ once-in-a-lifetime vacation vibes.”

“Do it anyway,” Grant growled.

“Fine. But if morale collapses, don’t come crying to me.”

***

Five days later they all gathered on the bridge as their ship approached. Trickling in by ones or twos. Except for Jane… she’d been sleeping at the navs station on the bridge for the last three cycles.

The tension rose to Jerry Springer levels as the prison ship limped through the endless black, its patched systems humming and groaning like an asthmatic refrigerator. Grant leaned on the rail at the front of the bridge, eyes locked on the holographic display.

A tiny dot blinked on the scanner, flagged as ‘Unidentified Void Object-51’.

“Is it just me, or does that name sound like a ship with a hold full of facehugger aliens who want to lay eggs in your stomach?” Grant muttered.

“Most definitely a death trap,” Alice replied dryly. “But since it’s the only death trap we’ve found so far…”

A few minutes later, the ship could be seen with the naked eye in the distance. Just a dot. The dot grew. First a speck. Then a faint glint. As they got closer, it elongated into an oblong form… a diamond-shaped ship that reminded Grant of a spinning top. Unlike every other ship he’d ever seen, it wasn’t wrapped in gaudy holographic corporate ads. No garish slogans for StellarTrust™ High-Yield Investments or HyperNova Retirement Plans. Just a single ring of holograms flashing strange pink symbols. The micronaut translators tried and failed, his vision blurring before replacing the symbols with something he’d never experienced before.

[UNTRANSLATABLE SCRIPT DETECTED]

Boomi’s eyes widened as she clutched the edge of a console. Her antennae stood straight up. “It’s the Nightmare Drift.”

“The what?” Alice asked.

“The Nightmare Drift…” the albino gulped. “A ghost ship. Spacers have sighted it in the void for a thousand years…”

“That’s just a myth,” Jane said flatly. “An old voidspace legend meant to scare rookie pilots.”

Boomi’s antennae twitched. “Or to keep us from learning the truth! Everyone knows the corporations are hiding what they know about UVOs. Unidentified Void Objects! Whole fleets vanish in the void, and you think that’s coincidence? Wake up, sheeple!”

Grant raised an eyebrow.

Geezus... sounded like that tinfoil hat wearing old-timer at the Lucky Star club the night he'd been abducted...

He frowned.

Yeah. And that nut turned out to be right. Look where you’re standing…

Alice, filling in the blanks on his inner thoughts, met his eyes and shrugged in a 'Great. So maybe UVOs are real too,' kind of way.

Grant rubbed the back of his neck. “Alright chumps, let's do this. Hey ship! Let’s bring us alongside the Flying Dutchman out there and prep to board.”

The ship’s buggy AI chirped in cheerfully over the shipwide PA. “Attention valued guests! We are approaching a charming day-stopover on the scenic Void Wraith. Disembarkation for complimentary EVA experiences will begin shortly! Slip into a luxurious VACFLEXX™ Zero-G Leisure Suit and enjoy the exhilarating thrill of floating aimlessly in deep space. Liability waivers required for oxygen loss and surprise existential dread. Remember: StarCruise Unlimited™ is not responsible for missing limbs or soul inversion.”

“Cancel the tour guide routine,” Grant said. “Just dock us.”

“Docking in progress! But don’t blame me if you miss your chance to book a premium EVA package that could change your view on life... to understanding reality is a paper-thin construct of physical constants over a yawning abyss of unknowable existence.”

Grant looked out the viewscreen. “That ship is real enough.”

***


Chapter 3    : Flying Dutchman

Grant floated in the hatchway, boots hooked under a grab handle, and watched his crew launch themselves into the docking tube like they were a pack of raccoons discovering a trampoline.

The pressure suits were sleek, fashionable, with the glowing Space Y logo part of an LED that ran on the suit battery. Functional, sure, but it felt like they’d been designed more for Instagram influencers than survival. Some branding manager's idea of a “premium experience” that probably cost the company a million in R&D. The suits were freshly removed from the stores in Alice’s rocket. Still had that ‘new spaceship’ smell.

Boomi was the first to leap out, whooping in joy.

“Woooo!” she shouted over the comms as she kicked off the hatch rim and flew down the zero-g tube like a missile.

She was all flailing arms and legs, spinning end over end, the sticker she’d added on her helmet flashing like a strobe. It was a promotional ‘Urban Chaos-5’ sticker of a hooker and a pimp she’d found somewhere in his trailer.

Grant’s eyes caught on the sleek line of her suit as it stretched over the compact but undeniable curve of her belly… pregnancy bulge visible even in a space suit. A tight knot formed in his gut. He wasn’t ready for fatherhood, not in the middle of this insanity, but damned if he didn’t feel a flash of pride and fierce love anyway. She’d insisted on coming despite his protests, and that scared the hell out of him.

He wanted her safe on the bridge, not literally diving headfirst into... whatever this thing was.

Jane followed close behind her without a word, tethered toolkit floating beside her. Textbook-perfect, the blue-skinned amazon lined up her jump, made two subtle adjustments to her trajectory mid-flight by gently pushing off from the expanding accordion surface of the docking tube. Then slid straight down. Calm. Precise.

“Comon, Jane! This is amaaaaazing!” Boomi yelled.

“Stop screaming, you’re wasting oxygen,” Alice muttered over the suit comms, her voice flat, annoyed, and maybe a little jealous.

She launched like she’d been born in zero-g, toes flexing against the hatch rim as she shoved off. Her body arced in a perfect slow-motion ballet, twisting midair so her gloved fingers brushed the docking tunnel walls lightly… like she was dancing with them.

Like Boomi he'd wanted to leave her behind. Since she was their only pilot, it seemed like a risk to bring her along, but she'd given him a lecture about how if anyone should stay behind it was him.

Well... counting all her flight time for Space Y she was easily the one with the most training and experience for this sort of thing...

“Showoff,” Grant muttered under his breath at the redhead, but he couldn’t help staring. Even in a thick pressure suit, Alice’s movements had a way of making him think inappropriate thoughts.

Beside him, Merin hovered in the hatchway, clinging to the handholds with white-knuckled terror. Her elf ears twitched inside her helmet like radar dishes gone haywire.

“This is insane,” she whispered. “We don’t even know what’s in there. What if they… what if we…”

“Relax, what's the worst that can happen?” he asked her, flashing a grin. His gut was doing backflips and his palms were slick, but hell if he was going to show it.

“We all die screaming in a vacuum while some alien horror turns our insides out,” she snapped.

“Yeah... sure... Or, we might find treasure!”

“That’s not helpful.”

“Never said I was helpful,” Grant said, reaching out to take her hand.

Now was definitely not the time to start a conversation about why she’d been avoiding him. If anything he was grateful for the danger that gave him an excuse to avoid it.

Her gloved fingers were trembling. He gave them a reassuring squeeze. “But I’m not leaving you behind. We jump together.”

“Together,” she repeated weakly.

“Yeah. On three. One… two… three!”

He pushed off, pulling her with him, and she gave a strangled moan as they floated into the docking tunnel.

The slow weightless tumble between the prison ship and the alien vessel felt like slow motion. Pure silence except for Merin’s ragged breathing over the suit comms. Outside the thin transparent membrane of the accordion tube, voidspace churned like a live thing. Lights swirled in impossible colors, twisting and writhing like an oil slick on fire. Real space felt empty… humbling… all peaceful black skies and pinprick stars. Voidspace felt like it looked back at you, then whispered about how small and stupid you were.

Now that he was outside the ship’s hull, voidpsace felt like it was squeezing his skull.

This was wrong.

Out here the rules didn’t stick. His Earth-man brain didn’t have a word for the feeling creeping up his spine, but if he had to pin it down it was like standing in the deep woods at midnight and knowing something big with claws was just out of sight.

Merin whimpered beside him.

“Don’t look at it,” he told her. “You ever seen a wasp nest hanging in a barn? Same principle. Don’t poke it.”

But despite his words, he couldn’t shake the feeling that if he stared too long into voidspace it would start looking back at him.

“I'm going to throw up,” Merin replied.

“If you do, use the orange button on your suit. Activates a little vacuum in your helmet,” Alice said over comms. “And then write your name on the suit when we get back; I don't want to put on your puke-suit by mistake some day.”

Maybe it was the quiet rivalry between the Earth girl and the space elf that made Merin unwilling to lose face, but she hardened her look and clenched her teeth and didn't spew inside the fishbowl of her spacesuit.

Hand in hand, the two of them drifted to the end of the tube where Alice, Boomi, and Jane were already waiting. Jane had her datapad out, tapping commands into the glowing screen while her tool kit floated nearby. The surface of the alien ship’s hull looked smooth and featureless… just a big slab of silver-white nothing.

“Any luck?” Grant asked.

“Patience,” Jane muttered. Her fingers danced over the controls.

A chime sounded. Then the square section of hull rippled like water hit by a stone. Grant swore and grabbed Merin’s shoulder as the hull metal melted, flowed away, and left behind a square-shaped doorway.

“What the actual fuck…” Grant said, his stomach twisting.

“You've never seen physics of hull material before?” Jane asked.

Grant just shook his head. More weird alien technology, only this was weirder than most.

“It's like a non-Newtonian fluid,” Alice said, looking more closely and gingerly touching the solid edges of the door. “Changes state from solid to liquid with properties of both.”

“It is puzzling,” Jane said.

“No shit, sweetheart,” Grant grunted.

Jane ignored him. “Despite being a ship with no known designation, or origin, it’s using the standard hull technology…”

“The standard for what?” Grant asked sharply.

“It’s built out of the same material as our ship. All ships,” she murmured.

“What does that mean?”

Jane’s lips pressed tight. “I don’t know… yet.”

Grant’s gut clenched. Not reassuring.

Alice was the first to duck through the square hatch, helmet light flicking across the dark space beyond. Her voice crackled over comms. “Uh… guys? What the fuck is this?”

Grant floated in after her, followed by Jane, Boomi, and a pale-faced Merin. Jane tapped her pad again and the door behind them sealed with a wet shlurp, the metal folding back into place like the hole had never been there. There was no gravity in the ship, and they bobbed and floated in place.

The room wasn’t an airlock. Not really. It looked more like the inside of a ribcage – or maybe a wasp nest if the wasps were the size of dobermans and high on bath salts. The walls curved and twisted, covered in patterns that seemed half grown and half built. The surfaces had a bone-like sheen, streaked with what looked disturbingly like veins.

Their suit lights flicked on one by one, throwing shadows across the strange organic architecture of the room big enough to hold twenty people.

Jane’s pink eyes sparkled behind her faceplate as she slowly rotated in place, reading the datapad as it scanned. “Now that’s juicy… extruded resins… metallic compounds… and is that organic tissue? This ship’s interior is a hybrid. It’s both grown and engineered.”

“Yeah, great. It’s also creepy as hell,” Grant muttered, sweeping his light over a series of spine-like arches like ribs overhead.

“Looks like we just stepped inside a giant alien lung,” Alice said.

“Yeah... maybe if it was one of those pictures of a lung on a pack of cigarettes with the Surgeon General warning...” Grant frowned.

“This a door?” Boomi asked from the opposite side of the room.

The five of them floated closer. There was a circular impression in the wall, and it looked sealed with an iris valve like he'd seen used in a grain elevator hopper. Its surface was covered in a slick, semi-transparent film that glistened in their helmet lights.

Next to it, an hourglass-shaped extrusion in the wall pulsed faintly. With a soft pop, a pale green holographic interface bloomed from its surface, lines of strange symbols scrolling lazily across it.

Grant’s micronaut translators blurred his vision, trying to reconfigure the language into words he'd understand, then gave up. Just like it had when he tried to read the markings on the outside of the ship. He blinked, looked away, then back again. Same result.

“Uh, Jane? My brain bugs aren’t translating this shit.”

“Neither are mine,” Alice said. “It’s just gibberish.”

Jane’s brow furrowed. “That would make sense. This is the ancient language of the Umbra.”

“So?”

“Umbrian is a dead language... and is impenetrable to micronaut translation.”

“Umbra?” Boomi shivered visibly, her suit creaking as she hugged her arms around herself. “You mean... whisperfiends?”

“Boomi…” Merin started, her voice tight. “There’s no such thing as whisperfiends.”

“There totally is, you just don’t wanna believe it.” Boomi’s voice cracked. “I told you this ship feels wrong, okay? I told you! It’s haunted!”

“Focus.” Jane raised her datapad and pulled up a string of alien glyphs. “Scholars have translated fragments of Umbrian. With luck, I can brute-force the controls.”

“Define luck,” Grant muttered. He shifted uneasily, eyeing the slick film covering the iris valve. “Because if ‘luck’ means we all get digested, I’m out.”

Jane ignored him, cross-referencing symbols on her datapad until she tapped one that matched. The hourglass extrusion glowed brighter. With a wet schluck, the membrane peeled back like an eyelid and the iris valve spiraled open, exhaling a faint hiss. 

“Oh yeah,” Grant muttered. “We are for sure gonna get facehugger eggs for breakfast.”

***

Grant drew his pistol from the rig attached to the chest-pack of his vacuum suit. They had machined it up in the 3D printers in engineering, chambered for .22 LR mag bullets and modelled on a picture of a Ruger Mark IV pistol he'd provided from an old Guns'N'Blammo magazine in his trailer. The trigger guard was extra large to allow the bulky gauntlets of his spacesuit to fit.

At least slightly more confident he could shoot an alien ghosts full of holes if he needed to, Grant led the way into the alien ship’s corridor, his boots catching briefly against the hatch rim before he floated forward into a corridor.

The helmet lights cut through the darkness, catching on the curved walls that looked less like they’d been built and more like they’d been grown.

The passageway was big... easily wide enough to drive a car through... and every surface had that same sickening, organic sheen. Bone-like ridges protruded from the walls, crisscrossed with veined conduits pulsing faint blue. Ceiling nodes glowed weakly, giving off just enough green light to make the shadows deeper.

“This place is… wow,” Boomi said, her voice crackling in Grant’s ear. “Creepy but kinda sexy, you know?”

Grant snorted. “If sexy looks like a giant colon, sure.”

Jane glanced at her wrist scanner. “There’s atmosphere. Composition reads 78% nitrogen, 21% oxygen, trace CO2. Within safe breathing levels.”

“You sure?” Alice asked. She floated ahead like she’d done this a thousand times, helmet light sweeping methodically. Her movements were smooth and confident.

“Yes,” Jane replied. “Remove helmets at your discretion.”

“Nope,” Grant said. “I’ve seen this horror movie. I know how it ends. Spoiler: not great for the guys without helmets.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “The air sampler says there’s no poisons or biologicals, Garnt. That only happens in scary blerpvids. Besides, your necroplanet-evolved immune system is more supercharged than anything I’ve ever seen. If anything, this ship should be afraid of being infected by you.”

Grant took a cautious sniff as he pulled his helmet off and clipped it to his suit. “Smells like a moldy basement in here.”

One by one the others shrugged and popped their helmet seals Merin, however, shook her head and refused.

“I’ll keep mine on, thank you. Somebody needs to observe proper quarantine protocols!” she said loudly, licking nervous sweat off her lip.

“Merin…” Grant said.

“Listen, one of us has to follow the rules, okay?” she rambled near hysterical. “There are contamination vectors, there are biohazard standards, somebody has to think about these things, and I for one am not going to—”

“Uh huh,” Jane said and floated behind Merin. With a quick flick she unlatched the seals, popping the helmet free before Merin could finish. “There. You’re good.”

“You big blue bastard!” Merin yelped. “Why did you do that?”

“These vacc suits from Dirt are wildly inefficient,” Jane explained. “They only have four to six hours of air, total. We need to conserve the supply so there's enough to return to the ship if we have an emergency.”

“You're going to doom us all because of these primitive Dirt rags?” Merin yelled.

“Hey, standing right here,” Alice said. “You don't like em, hand it over! I didn't hear anyone complaining when I gave you a choice instead of wearing sleestak suits designed for lizards whose knees bend the wrong way!”

Merin glared a moment, but kept her mouth shut. They drifted forward cautiously, Grant and Alice in the lead. Behind them the iris valve sealed shut like the pucker of some nightmarish butthole.

As they entered a wider central passage, Grant’s eyes widened. It reminded him uncomfortably of the prison ship: a long spine-like corridor with arching ribs overhead. Grant unlatched a glove and pressed a bare hand to the hull. For a moment it felt like deer horn, then it depressed slightly and cracked along a seam to reveal an empty chamber like a closet.

He yanked it back instantly. It was like touching a dead animal’s skin and feeling it twitch under your fingers. A faint chemical scent filled the air, sharp and sweet, like plastic flowers dipped in ammonia.

“Deja vu,” he muttered. “This corridor’s giving me flashbacks to the sleestak ship. Any chance it’s just my PTSD?”

Jane floated up beside him, eyes glued to her datapad. “Not pittsid,” Jane said, translators apparently deciding the acronym was a word. “This ship clearly uses a hull that is a standard voidship shell. It will therefore be very similar.”

Grant blinked. “Say what now?”

“Voidship hulls,” Jane repeated matter-of-factly. “All voidship hulls are ancient umbria artifacts.”

Grant and Alice exchanged a look. “I thought the sleestak built the prison ship?” Alice asked.

“The interior modules are all build on standard patterns designed to fit in voidship hulls. Every known hull – this one included – is millions of years old.”

“All of them?”

“They have tried to reverse-engineer the technology with very limited success. They call them skip ships.”

“So… what?” Alice said. “All the hundreds of spacefaring civilizations in the Known Worlds all just found these empty umbria ship hulls floating around and learned to use them?”

“Yes. There are hundreds of thousands of them. Scattered in virtually every habitable system. Perhaps millions. There are so many old umbria hulls and the hulls are so indestructible, that there’s no point in building new ones except for short range skipper ships.”

“So we’re flying around in used space coffins?” Grant muttered. “Comforting.”

“But,” Jane continued, her voice tight in a way Grant didn’t like. “Most of the ancient hulls they find are empty… the inside missing. This ship’s internal modules were clearly built with different technology than anything in the Known Worlds. Whatever used this had their own way of integrating with the hull.”

“You mean, 'whoever', right?” Boomi asked nervously.

“Since this ship design seems umbrian, I chose the appropriate term.”

“Great.” Grant narrowed his eyes. She sounded calm, but he could tell from the way her fingers tapped the datapad too quickly that she was rattled.

“Power readings are coming from the aft end,” Jane said. “If we’re going to find what we want, it’ll be there.”

“Of course it’s in the belly of the beast,” Grant muttered. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

The group floated deeper into the dim corridors, their helmet lights forming a fragile bubble of brightness in the surrounding gloom. It felt like they were at the bottom of an alien ocean, each movement making the darkness ripple in unseen ways.

As they floated up the main spine corridor, Grant saw the darkness ahead… shift.

“Hold up,” Grant said. He raised a hand, his other gripping the little .22 Ruger knockoff tight enough to turn his knuckles white. Ahead, silhouetted in the dim glow of flickering ceiling nodes, a humanoid figure hung weightless, arms and legs outstretched. 

“Who the hell…” Alice muttered. “Crew, you think?”

“Let’s ask,” Grant said. He raised his voice and shouted down the dark corridor. “Hey! Buddy! You alive in there?”

The figure didn’t respond. No movement. Nothing.

Jane tried next. “This is an exploratory team from the independent transport vessel 409-D. Please identify yourself.”

More nothing.

“Don't fuck with me, asshole,” Grant warned. “I'm getting seriously sick of your creepy-ass ship so speak up or prepare to get winged!”

Still nothing.

Boomi whimpered. “This is exactly how Black Banquet started.”

“Black what-now?” Grant asked.

“Famous horror story,” Merin said, her voice pitching higher. “About a crew exploring a ghost ship. First thing they saw was a floating corpse, and then—”

“Stop.” Alice cut her off, shivering like a chill just crawled up her spine. “Guy’s probably in shock. Or he’s deaf. Or…” 

Grant sighed. “Screw this.”

He leveled the pistol and fired. The muted pop of a .22 echoed down the ship's corridor. The bullet hit the figure slightly right of center mass with a faint thwup. Sights must be off, but it wasn’t a bad shot for a home-made pistol at that range.

The recoil pushed him back into the wall with an ooof. When he looked up, he saw whoever it was had begun a slow spin.

The figure bounced off a wall with a 'crunch' and drifted into the light, revealing what it really was as one arm floated free.

Merin let out a squeak. Boomi shrieked.

It wasn’t alive. Hadn’t been for a long, long time. The naked humanoid’s skin had gone paper-thin and leathery, stretched tight over the bones. The face was shrunken, most features lost to time, but the long, fang-like canines glinted in the light.

Fucking space mummy…

“Whisperfiends,” Boomi breathed. Her voice cracked. “It’s an umbra. It has to be. We’re screwed. Totally screwed!”

“Boomi, chill,” Merin said. But her voice wavered too. “Black Banquet is just a story.”

“Yeah? Then why does this feel exactly like it?” Boomi snapped. “Mummified Umbra, creepy ship, dead in space. This is how people die in the blerpvids.”

“What the hell were these umbra?” Alice asked.

“Space vampires!” Boomi blurted.

“You gotta be shitting me,” Grant grinned. He pushed off, floating towards the corpse.

“Garnt, no!” Boomi hissed. “Make the sign of the Star-goat! It'll drive it away!”

Grant kept his gun on it, but as he got close up it looked like a crispy naked mummy with a wang dried to a peanut. Skin and bones and harmless. He grabbed it by the neck and turned to face his companions.

In a cheerful Mister Rogers voice, he said, “Hi, kids! Welcome to today’s episode of Crumbling Space Mummy Neighborhood!” he made the corpse dance like a puppet show. “I’m your host, Mr. Fangface!” He bobbed the corpse’s head left and right. “Remember, boys and girls, Don't feed me the blood of virgins or I might come back to life as a terrifying intergalactic vampire…”

Alice couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Too bad there's only the opposite of virgins around here!” He grabbed the broken arm and used it to cover the corpse's open mouth like it was disturbed. “Oh no! My one weakness! Promiscuous women!”

Boomi shrieked again. “Garnt, stop it! That’s not funny!”

Grant made the corpse puppet groan and make a dying sound. “No... no virgins...” it gasped. “Not even... back-door... virgins...”

Merin looked at him like he was an idiot with a half-smile on her face, but Alice blushed furiously.

“Boomi, whisperfiends are just a myth. There is no factual evidence,” Jane said calmly, though her hands twitched as she adjusted her datapad. “Umbra are a pre-Accord species. Long extinct. Their artifacts are scattered across dozens of systems. Most believe they died out hundreds of thousands of years ago.”

“Most,” Boomi echoed bitterly. “But everyone knows somebody who swears they’ve seen them in deep space.”

Grant snorted. “You’re all letting a dusty corpse spook you.” he popped off the things skull and drop-kicked it down the long central spine-corridor where it vanished in the distance, clattering off walls. ”Only Umbra we’ve seen so far is dead as disco.” He waved his pistol. “If there are any alive, I’ll shoot them too. Problem solved.”

“Your confidence is… inspiring,” Merin muttered, hugging herself.

Grant’s eyes swept the dim tunnel. “We didn’t come here for ghost stories. We came here to find what we need and get the hell out. Unless you want to end up like Mr. Mummified Fangface here, you better move your asses, get the engine parts, and get out of here.”

Boomi whimpered but nodded. “If… if you say so.”

Alice met his eyes, then started forward. The group floated after her, their helmet lights cutting through the heavy dark as they slipped deeper into the belly of dead ship.

***

Grant caught up to Alice, pushing off from one wall in diagonal movements to the other side and back again, zig-zagging up the corridor. Alice was a lot more agile, darting in short leaps along the wall with one hand on the ribbed protrusions of the wall and the other on a matching 22 pistol. Behind them, the rest of the girls drifted like nervous balloons.

The spine corridor widened, forming a round cyst, and Grant stopped short. “Oh hell. What now?”

The room ahead looked like a lounge... if the decorator had been a 1960s Italian scifi movie. Three other corridors joined together here from other directions. Floating bottles and cups spun lazily in zero-g, some still half-full of neon liquids that were engine coolant as far as he knew. Shreds of cloth drifted like sad little ghosts, maybe clothing, maybe… not. But the best part was the furry carpet.

Every single surface was covered in pink shaggy fur. Walls, ceiling, floor – even the bolted-down lounge chairs looked like they'd been upholstered by a horny alien with a shag fetish.

“What… the actual… fuck?” Grant muttered. “Were these umbra dudes known for throwing swinger parties? Am I gonna find a bowl full of car keys around here somewhere?”

Boomi clung to his arm like a terrified spider monkey. “I hate this. I hate all of this.”

“Relax,” Grant said. “Worst case, we’re in the space equivalent of a furry convention.”

Alice snorted. “Hey, what happens in the scritching puddle stays in the scritching puddle.”

“Don’t joke,” Boomi hissed, burying her face in Grant’s shoulder, antenna drooping. “This is how Black Banquet started. Whisperfiends everywhere, and—”

“Stop saying ‘Whisperfiends,’” Merin cut in, her voice tight. “They’re not real.”

Grant’s eyes narrowed. Shadows flickered across the glass observation dome above them. He squinted against the shifting void light. No… not shadows.

“Uh… gang? Look up.”

Five desiccated corpses were plastered against the dome, clawed hands frozen mid-scratch. The mouths were open in silent screams, dried lips curled back to reveal fang-like canines.

Boomi screamed and climbed higher under Grant’s arm like she was trying to crawl inside his space suit with him. “Whisperfiends! We’re all gonna die! This is exactly like Black Banquet!”

“Boomi, breathe,” Merin snapped. But her own knuckles were white on the handhold.

Grant sighed, prying Boomi off with one arm. “Let's just stop freaking out about these beef-jerky things being monsters, okay? They're not about to get up to anything.” He turned to the blue-skinned clone. “Where to from here?”

“Power readings this way,” Jane pointed down one of the joining corridors. “We’re close.”

As they continued on, Boomi jumped and squeaked at every shadow. Jane noticed it. Trying to act casual she drifted to her friend’s side.

“Oh, Boomi... I have decided that Grant and I are married now,” she said calmly.

Grant blinked. “What? No, that’s not—”

“It is logical. We have engaged in intimacy. Therefore, we are married.”

Boomi’s eyes lit up. “Wait, really? That’s how it works?”

“No!” Grant said, sitting up. “That is absolutely not how it works!”

“I want to be married too,” Boomi said, danger forgotten, antennae bouncing slightly pink. “If Jane gets to be your wife, then I’m next!”

“Marriage is not a signup sheet!” Grant tried, but the girls weren’t listening.

“In Urban Chaos 5,” Jane said matter-of-factly. “Marriage includes a blood pact, property theft, and the obligation to defend your spouse with rocket launchers.”

“Don’t forget about collecting protection money,” Boomi added helpfully. “That’s a wife’s duty too, right?”

“That’s… not…” Grant rubbed his temples. Fucksakes...

Jane’s pink eyes gleamed in the dim light. “As your wives, we expect gifts. More salted root-slivers for me. And Boomi will require a… I believe stolen police car is appropriate for ‘knocking up your old lady’.”

“Definitely,” Boomi agreed. “Also, more handguns… and eliminate a rival gang for me. And a bigger bed.”

Grant opened his mouth to argue, but the warmth of Boomi’s smile made him hesitate. He suddenly realized Jane had started the conversation to distract her best friend. He glanced between the two of them, both radiant and ridiculous, and sighed. Maybe he should just stop fighting it.

“Fine.”

“Yeah! Too bad you can’t get knocked up at the same time, Janey,” Boomi sighed.

“What?” Grant blurted.

“Jane can’t get pregnant.”

“It’s true… I was designed sterile by the scientists who made me. They considered my DNA engineered to be perfect and to remain untainted.”

He wasn’t sure if he should be angry or relieved… With Boomi, it was different. He was conflicted but… there was a strange warmth in his chest at the thought of her carrying his child. Kids. A family. The idea felt dangerous and good all at once.

“Grant,” Jane said, pulling him from his thoughts. “As your wives, are we entitled to declare war on rival gangs in your name?”

He stared at her. “What? No!”

Boomi chimed in. “What about claiming territory with spray paint? Is that a wife thing too?”

Grant buried his face in the pillow and groaned. “I should’ve made you all stay behind… We’ll talk about this later!”

Be better off out here with the dead alien mummies by himself… It was less dangerous…

They floated past more rooms and Jane paused to poke the hourglass-shaped control for each one, making sure to demonstrate how it worked by selecting the pyramid-shape icon. They revealed mostly-familiar compartments you'd expect to find on a spaceship with hyumin crew: storage, bunks, a galley... and ignored them all since none of them would have what they were looking for. Until they reached a massive iris valve blocking their way further aft. Grant poked the pyramid-shaped holographic symbol on the door control, and it peeled open with a wet shhluck.

The air inside smelled faintly sweet, like warm plastic mixed with rotting flowers.

Inside was a garden. Or maybe a jungle. The air was thick and damp, rich with the smells of wet moss, sweet decay, and alien blossoms. Plants had grown thick and wild, spilling out of the maze of organic bubble-like containers. None of them looked familiar to Grant but even his untrained eye could tell each one seemed from a different biome: green ferns exuding a peppery scent, red spiky shrubs that looked like alien cacti with oily leaves, purple vines glowing faintly in the dim light with a faint static hum. Some leaves shimmered blue like neon signs, others exuded a faint mist that clung cold to Grant’s cheeks. The walls were alive with faint rustles, the sound of plant life shifting slightly in the suddenly disturbed air of the opening door. Somewhere a wet plopping noise echoed like a bubble bursting.

“Aren't plants supposed to be green?” Grant flicked one of the nearest red vines.

Jane raised her datapad. “Not all plants use chlorophyll. Most planetary flora evolved with different pigments to absorb other wavelengths of light.”

“Awesome,” Grant said flatly. “Botany trivia. That’ll save us when the man-eating petunias attack.”

They navigated the maze, helmet lights bouncing off waxy leaves and flowers that seemed to twitch as they floated through the dense underbrush. The air grew thicker, the rustling of unseen foliage louder. A faint vibration ran through the walls and the smell of meat grew stronger with every parting wall of leaves.

Grant tightened his grip on his pistol. This shit was getting to him. Expecting something to leap out.

They reached the center of the room and found a single empty space – a sphere where plants wouldn’t grow, shrouded in mist. And floating in the center, was a monstrous bulging plant twice Grant’s size. It looked like a cross between a pitcher plant and an open flower bud. Its petals glistened wetly, and the stench of raw meat wafted from its core. Limbs – or were they vines? – hung like pale fungal fingers.

“Nope. No. I’m out,” Alice muttered.

Merin froze. ”This thing… it feels wrong. I’m going back to the ship.”

“Merin—” Grant started.

She jabbed a finger at the plant. “That thing knows we’re here. I can feel it watching.”

Grant rolled his eyes. “It’s a plant... it doesn't even have eyes!”

“That makes it worse!”

“Fucksakes... listen... remember how I won the Slamma Brawl and a lifetime supply of K’Nakk Energy Mucus by slicing up a carnivorous fern the size of a pickup? If this thing twitches, I’ll turn it into mulch.”

Boomi whimpered, still latched to his arm. “This is like Black Banquet part two…”

Grant smirked, drawing his pistol. “Let’s see if Salad Fingers here wants to dance.”

He fired a shot into the plant. Nothing. It didn’t even move.

“See? Nothing. So quit freaking out and let’s keep moving.”

On the far side of the garden the spine corridor led on to a series of yawning black compartments that had to be cargo bays. As Jane’s datapad pinged with stronger readings, they pushed on in silence.

Each bay was big enough to park a dozen container-ship cargo-pods, and just as empty. The walls bristled with alien storage racks, stripped bare. A few snail-shell like objects that might have been storage crates floated against the far bulkheads, their straps loose and drifting like they’d been cut in a hurry.

“You think they left a complimentary minibar somewhere in here?” Grant muttered.

Alice shook her head. “Try not to steal anything yet, you space pirate. This is like an ancient burial ground… an archeology find. Try to show some respect.”

“If I meet Indianapolis Smith in here, I’ll be sure to let him put everything in a museum… except the engine parts we need.”

They passed into a workshop section and found tools, loose components floating and pinging like hail, and walls lined with resin-casting printers. The devices looked like oversized insect cocoons fused into the walls, their glossy surfaces pulsing faintly as if the ship itself were alive. A few globs of hardened resin floated in the air like alien spit bubbles.

Jane’s visor reflected the glow. “Resin printers. Fully operational. This is… encouraging.”

Past that they reached a skin-covered iris valve big as a garage door. As Jane worked the hourglass hologram door control it slithered open. Grant floated through the wide iris hatch and into what had to be the engine room of the ancient alien vessel.

For a moment, he just hung there, forgetting to breathe.

It wasn’t like the engine room in the prison ship... no clean rows of pipes, no humming cylinders, no neatly labeled panels. The walls and machinery seemed to bleed into each other, grown rather than built, their surfaces flowing in curves that were almost muscle, almost bone. Veins of some slick, metallic substance pulsed faintly under translucent ridges, carrying light the way veins carry blood. He could see where the shapes of engine components merged: a coil that could have been a spinal column bent into an impossible loop, a set of interlocking plates like a ribcage crushing a star.

He swore some of the objects flexed, as if the ship were breathing.

Tubes dangled from above, swaying gently as though stirred by some deep, hidden motion. He didn’t know what half the components did – hell, maybe not even a tenth – but it all made a kindof logical sense taken as a whole. And when he looked through the alien chapes it looked familiar to the design of the prison ship.

“Lemme guess,” Grant said, nudging a floating semi-organic piece of machinery cover with his boot. “Whatever alien race left these abandoned voidship hulls also left a bunch of abandoned void engines too?”

Jane turned, expression deadpan. “Astounding deduction, Captain Obvious. Yes.” But there was a flicker of relief in her voice.

Boomi peeked nervously around Grant’s shoulder. “So, uh… can we find the spare void-drive thingy we need? Y’know, to not explode?”

“Based on these parts, I’d say some version of it, yes.”

“Are they even compatible?” Alice asked. “If this is some ancient alien tech, will it even work in our engine?”

Jane didn’t answer. She was already shoulder-deep in an open engine hatch that looked like a giant barnacle, legs kicking slightly in zero-g. “These matrix regulators have tri-phase ventral inducers, just like ours. They channel raw voidflow into the infraspace spindle for faster translation. Alien, yes, but with the right adapters I can make them sing. And if I can get those resin printers talking to my code, we’ll have custom parts in no time.”

Grant whistled low. “So you’re saying there’s a chance.”

Jane’s hand shot out of the hatch and pointed at him without looking. “Yes. Assuming none of you introduce a fatal error to my processes.”

Grant felt a weight lift off his chest. Maybe, just maybe, their one-in-a-billion shot was gonna pay off.

Grant sighed and tapped his comms. “Bonda, Mia, you there? Looks like we’ve hit paydirt.”

The line crackled. Bonda’s sultry voice oozed into his ear. “Music to my audio receptors, sugar. You get that part, and I’ll whip you up a foot massage worth dying for.”

Mia’s sweet voice chimed in next. “Oh, Grant! That’s such good news. Please… please be careful.”

“Careful’s my middle name,” Grant lied, already picturing all the compartments they had passed to get here. “Jane, what do you need me to do?” he asked.

“Stay out of my way. Once we’re back on the ship, Squeaks can assist with the install. Alice, you’re with me. You’re from a backwater rock, but you’re slightly smarter than the rest of them.”

Alice arched a brow. “Stop it Jane, I’ll blush if you keep sweet-talking me.”

“Fine,” Grant said. “You two nerds handle the ship guts. The rest of us will liberate anything not bolted down.”

“Liberate?” Alice asked dryly. “You mean steal.”

“Steal? That’s such an ugly word. Like ‘pirate’,” Grant replied with mock offense. “I prefer ‘salvage enthusiast.’”

“You said it, not me,” Alice rolled her eyes.

“I’ve always wanted to be a space pirate. Don’t crush my dreams.”

He turned serious for a second. “Nobody wanders off alone. You hear me? That’s how idiots die in horror blerpvids.”

Before he finished the sentence, Boomi was already latched onto his arm like a lamprey eel. “Don’t worry! I’m sticking with you!”

“Shocker,” Alice muttered.

Merin, however, drifted toward a side passage, her expression distracted. “I’ll be fine. I can handle myself.”

“Merin—”

She waved him off. “Don’t worry. I just want to check something. Believe me, I’ll run at the first sign something is wrong.”

***

Grant and Boomi backtracked through the alien corridors, her clinging to his back as they floated down the twisting innards of the ship. She giggled and squeezed his ass through the thick layers of the suit - which was about as intimate as being groped through a canvas tent.

“Usually when we're like this, you're the one on my back,” she said.

“Don't start something you can't finish,” he told her, and she leaned in so the neck seals of their space suits clanked together.

“Yes, daddy.”

Goddam... she hadn't even popped out the first batch and she was already trying for more...

At the garden biome they paused, the stench of that giant meat-flower still lingering in his nose like roadkill on a hot summer day. Boomi closed the faceplate of her helmet.

“Ugh! It still smells like someone microwaved a dead sleestak in a fart sauna! Or that scorched flesh machine you use...”

“It's called a barbecue,” Grant frowned, slightly annoyed. 

Boomi was a vegetarian, but he forgave her for it since her entire species were vegetarians.

“And, for the record, this smells way worse. Besides, how would you know what cooked meat smells like?”

“I have a very refined olfactory imagination,” she said, fanning the air with her hand like it would help. “Also, I bunked with Jane for three months and her favorite meal was Meat-Supreme Mystery Monday... stank up the cell real bad all night.”

Out the far side of the garden, they reached the crew quarters. Maybe half of the doors had been left open, who knew how long ago, revealing Spartan sleeping pods that seemed grown out of the wall with dry, dead beds of moss growing in them for a mattress. The crew didn't seem to have much in the way of personal effects. But one common room stood out: chairs and tables firmly grown out of the floor, floating cups and plates orbiting in zero-g like lazy satellites, and in the corner, a shriveled corpse seated as if still waiting for a meal. An alien datapad that looked like an open clamshell clutched in its clawed fingers.

Now that her spirit of piracy had been ignited, the little albino seemed to have forgotten her early horror-movie terror about space vampires in a hurry.

“Ooh, shiny!” Boomi said, darting forward. She snatched the datapad and held it up. “Loot!”

Grant went to the galley adjoining the room where a wall of mailbox-sized honeycomb compartments held all kinds of packaged foods. He reached into one and his hand tingled, then pulling it out he saw the fruit was fresh as the day it was picked. He unfolded the knife from his multi-tool and cut it in half, saw it dripping juice, smelling sweet and a bit like the turpentine smell of a ripe mango.

“Clorvox melon!” Boomi said, floating over, apparently done looting a creepy mummy's iPad. And before he could stop her she'd taken a bite. “MMMM-so fresh!” she said around a mouthful.

Looked like these umbra space-vampires had technology to preserve foods in some sort of stasis field for centuries… even millennia.

He unrolled an expanding mesh bag from his tool belt and started taking everything he could reach. Rows of sealed packages floated in stasis lockers, labels in alien script showing vague images of plants, animals – or maybe both. Grant grinned, shoving them into his sack.

“Finally, something to break up the bug-food bars and the MREs. Just hope we never have to explain to customs where we got it from.”

After that they drifted back into the pink funfur lounge, bags full of food. The glowing dome overhead painted them in swirling voidlight as Grant checked the bar cabinet. Inside, rows of sealed bottles sparkled in odd colors – violet, green, electric blue.

Grant cracked one open, sniffed it, then took a cautious swig. “Hot damn! That’s liquor. Real, actual, makes-you-dumb liquor.”

After polishing off the bottle of Jim Beam in his trailer he hadn't had a stiff drink in weeks – not if you didn't count Alice's toilet hooch... which he did not.

He collected every bottle in sight. One bottle in particular caught his eye – dark glass, heavy, labeled in flowing Azurian script.

“This baby looks older than Earth’s internet. How the hell’d it get here?”

Boomi shrugged. “Ghost pirates?”

He eyed her. “Or... we're not the first people to discover this Flying Dutchman,” he said more logically.

In a nearby locker, they found alien vac-suits hanging like discarded snake skins. The designs were weird – sleek silver bodysuits with boots, gauntlets, and bubble helmets straight out of a cartoon. No oxygen tanks. No CO2 scrubbers. In fact, they looked weirdly familiar. He held one up by the shoulders and squinted at it.

In the right light, the silver suit looked a lot like a classic Grey Alien - seamless body-hugging suit and bulbous head.

“I think... I think those are diamond-skins,” Boomi said.

“What now?”

“They have remains of some of them in museums – lost technology. Almost indestructible fabric.”

“These are bulletproof?” Grant asked, holding one up.

“They’re adorable,” Boomi cooed. “It would really show off my baby-bump! I want one!”

She started stripped out of her space suit and Grant had to stop her.

“You’re not wearing that until we check the warranty,” Grant said, stuffing all six diamond-suits into their sack of loot. “Hell, I don’t care if they work. We’re taking ‘em. Space pirate rules.”

“Space pirate rules?” Boomi asked, eyes twinkling.

“Rule one: If it’s not nailed down, it’s ours. Rule two: If it is nailed down, we bring a crowbar.”

The two moved through more staterooms. Ten rooms, ten nightmares.

Pod beds lined the walls, each grown like giant seed pods fused with clear resin covers. One room had a single mummy curled in a fetal position in bed, skin like dried fruit. Another had two mummies locked in an embrace on the bed, their clothes perfectly preserved, jewelry sparkling even in the gloom.

“Romantic,” Boomi whispered, her voice oddly hushed. Then she broke the fingers off the corpses to retrieve the rings. “Whoa, this one’s got a Tenkarian Bloodspark, and look at this! A Voidfire Opal! This baby’s the size of a moon chip! And, holy crap, is this a Gravite Jewel? These are worth more than Class-B coaxium!”

In another stateroom, everything was torched… walls blackened, furniture slagged, a single charcoal skeleton floating weightlessly amid the ash. Grant poked it with the barrel of his pistol.

“Guess they didn’t like the room service.”

They collected loot as they went: weird gold and platinum jewelry studded with gems that seemed to glow faintly, hexagonal coins made of some unknown metal, and a datapad projecting holographic map data of a planet surface.

The largest stateroom - the one with the grisly couple – also had an urn-shaped storage container made of that same weird organic resin. Boomi flipped open the lid to reveal clothing. 

“Leave that junk, can't be worth anything,” he said.

But Boomi was already elbow-deep in someone else’s closet.

“Are you sure about that? Look at this!” she cooed, dragging out a dress made of some flowing, transparent, silky fabric that shimmered like it had been woven from moonlight.

“Really?” Grant muttered, one hand resting on the butt of his gun. “We’re in an alien ghost ship full of dead bodies and mystery goo, and you’re dress shopping?”

Boomi held one up, letting it cascade through her fingers. She gave him a smirk and practically purred. “Don’t you want to see how it looks on me?”

Before he could think of a lie so he could tell her ‘no’, she was already wriggling out of her space suit with an exaggerated shimmy, arching her back and sliding it down her hips inch by inch in a way that made Grant's mouth go dry. Emerging naked from the suit like a butterfly crawling from a chrysalis. Her toned thighs and smooth skin of her protruding belly caught the cold light of the room as she floated free and teasingly covered herself with the dress. Then she slid the gossamer fabric over her petite frame, the translucent material fluttering and clinging as it settled. The dress clung and shimmered like it had been painted on, showing off more than it covered. She twirled in front of the full-length stateroom mirror, hair bouncing. “How do I look?”

“Like trouble in high definition,” Grant said, deadpan. But something about the mirror made his skin crawl. The reflection lagged behind her movements by half a second, like her image was stuck in bad Wi-Fi.

Boomi noticed it too. Her smile faltered. “Uh… Grant? Why is my reflection glitching?”

“Because nothing in this place wants us to sleep at night?” he offered. “Just ignore it and it’ll go away.”

Boomi floated lazily near the alien bed, the sheer dress clinging to her curves like it was afraid to let go. Her antennae twitched nervously, a rare sign of hesitation from the usually horny hoplite girl. She caught Grant staring and bit her lower lip.

“So,” she murmured, tracing a finger down the front of the nearly transparent fabric, stopping just above the curve of her swollen belly. “Do you… still think I’m attractive like this? I mean… with the bump and all?”

Grant’s eyebrows shot up. He let his eyes travel over her – her toned legs, her hips, the way her body seemed to glow in the soft alien light. “Boomi,” he said, his voice low. “You don’t just look attractive. You’re making it really hard for me to think straight right now.”

That did it. Her face split into a grin. “Good answer, space pirate.”

Before he could blink, she was on him, her hands tugging at his space suit seals with practiced urgency. The hiss of escaping air punctuated her giggles. “Let’s break in this freaky alien bed like it’s The First Hatch Cotillion on Moon-Claw eve.”

“Boomi, are you sure? You’re… you know…” He gestured awkwardly to her belly. “In a family way.”

She laughed, the sound warm and utterly unbothered. “Garnt. The only time a hoplite female doesn’t want sex is when her head’s cut off. And even then, you’d probably get a little wiggle.”

“Damn,” he muttered. “That’s… equal parts disturbing and hot.”

“Good. Now shut up and let me appreciate you.”

In seconds, she had him stripped down, his back pressed to the strange pulsing surface of the alien bed. She knelt between his legs, the dress pooling around her thighs like spilled light. Her warm breath sent a shiver through him as her fingers and lips explored along his suddenly stiff cock.

What the fuck are you doing… you’re rawdogging in a ghost space ship…

“God, Boomi…” he groaned, his hand tangling in her soft hair. He fingered one of her antennae delicately between thumb and forefinger.

It made an immediate squeal of pleasure rock her body. “Be gentle! I'm so sensitive there!”

Just as the heat between them peaked, a noise from under the bed made them both freeze. He was immediately five years old again, blankets pulled up to his chin, worried about the monster under the bed.

Boomi, however, had a very different reaction to having sex interrupted.

She snarled in anger. Jumped for the equipment belt floating overhead and yanked the sleestak laser pistol out of its holster.

“Whisperfiends!”

A noise… skittering, metallic clink… came from under the pod bed. Boomi spun so fast her dress flared up dangerously high. She had her laser pistol aimed in one smooth motion.

“Whoa… easy!” Grant barked.

Something darted across the floor. Boomi screamed and fired. A beam of sizzling red light left a scorch mark on the bulkhead.

“Boomi! Stop shooting the damn furniture!”

“It moved!” she yelled, firing again. Another beam struck the mirror and reflected wildly, narrowly missing Grant’s head.

“HEY!” 

He grabbed the gun out of her hand. Careful, he hung upside down and looked under the bed. Maybe sensing the gunfire had stopped, the thing skittered into view again from the shadows. It was a foot-tall humanoid robot with oversized eyes and articulated limbs. It looked more like a child’s toy than a threat. Grant lunged, snatched it by the back of its tiny neck, and held it up.

“It’s a toy!” he snapped. “Quit blasting Barbie’s emotional support robot!”

Boomi's antennae drooped, breathing hard. “It startled me.”

Grant sighed, tossed the little bot into the container of clothes, and slammed the lid shut. “There. It’s our stowaway now. Maybe the kids can play with it.”

He turned back to see Boomi biting her tongue between her teeth, antennae flushed bright pink and she blushed. “I am so wet right now,” she breathed.

In a moment they were tangled together, interruption forgotten, kissing hard, as she stroked his cock and tried to mount it inside her in zero-g, succeeding only in slowly spinning both of them in place, like a cat chasing its own tail.

Grant's suit comms buzzed to life with an angry squawk from where it floated nearby.

“Garnt! Please answer!”

It was Merin. “There’s something on the bridge. I need you here, now!”

Boomi froze, her lips a breath away from his skin, antennae twitching with mischief. “You gonna answer that?”

Grant stared at the ceiling, torn between duty and the alien girl currently blowing his mind in more ways than one. “Her timing is friggin’ perfect, isn’t it?”

Boomi smirked, her hands not slowing one bit. “Then you’d better make it quick, Captain.”

***


Chapter 4    : Don’t Feel Bad – Just Don’t Feel

Grant soared down the dim corridor in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, toolbelt over one shoulder. The cold air nipping at his skin, only pushing off from the walls to make minor course corrections. Boomi streaked alongside him, her newly looted silky dress trailing behind like some alien jellyfish. The fabric barely covered her, clinging in all the wrong – or right – places depending on how distracted Grant let himself get.

The ghost ship felt alive all around him. Not in a good way. The walls seemed to breathe, faintly flexing and relaxing, and the resinous panels under their fingers were slick and slightly warm, like touching the inside of someone’s mouth. Dim green lights pulsed overhead, faint as dying embers.

“You sure this is the right way?” Boomi asked, kicking off a bulkhead and twisting gracefully to avoid a floating piece of alien debris.

“Nope,” Grant muttered. “But it’s forward. And forward’s our best bet to find the bridge.”

They pushed ahead, hunting for the main corridor. If the hulls were the same, them the ship’s layout should be similar to the prison ship... at least, in the way a fever dream is similar to being awake.

Bingo!

They drifted into the central spine: a wide passageway like the inside of a mouth stretching toward the bow, lined with rib-like arches that glistened faintly. After a false start that dumped them into a ready room full of mummified corpses slowly twisting on air currents like abandoned birthday balloons, and another into a room with something that looked a bit like a telescope growing from the floor covered in strange, cancerous growths, they finally burst through an open iris hatch onto the bridge.

The room opened before them like a cathedral.

A long, semi-circular control panel swept under a massive observation window that looked out into the swirling color of the void. The panel wasn’t made of steel or plastic... it was grown, a smooth organic resin riddled with bulbous cysts that pulsed faintly, projecting alien holograms in unreadable symbols.

Five cocoon-like crash couches were arranged equidistant along the controls. Two were empty, their interiors looking like split seed pods. The other three were closed, transparent bubbles sealing whatever was inside.

Boomi squeaked in fear.

“Boomi… it’s fine… stop worrying about ghosts…”

Her antennae crossed and she whispered under her breath. “Sure… fine like… space-vampire-witch-demons are fine... I bet those pods are full of ghost bugs that want to crawl up our bum holes.”

Grant didn’t answer. His eyes had already locked on Merin.

She floated in the far upper corner of the bridge, curled into a fetal ball, clutching her head like she was trying to keep it from exploding. Her long ears twitched violently.

“Merin!”

Grant and Boomi shot toward her, arms out to steady her. She barely seemed to register them.

“They’re watching,” she whispered. Her voice was so small it was almost drowned out by the soft hum of the ghost ship’s systems. “They’re watching…”

Grant followed her gaze to the three sealed pods. The transparent domes glistened in the dim light, each one hiding dark, indistinct shapes.

He swallowed hard. “Boomi…”

“I knew it,” she said, her voice low. “Whisperfiends! Clench your butt cheeks!”

Grant tried not to be creeped out by her ghost-stories. He drifted closer to the pods, gun in hand.

For a second, Grant swore he saw something horrific inside the clear resin covers. A skeletal, wizened corpse, its mouth open in a silent scream. Then a wave of dizziness hit him like a faceful of hairspray. He grabbed the edge of the console to steady himself, head pounding. When his vision cleared, the figures inside were completely different. He blinked and cursed under his breath.

Three perfectly preserved humanoids floated in the pods.

Their bodies were lean and athletic, almost sculpted. Skin like polished gray marble, long pointed ears, large eyes shut in what looked like peaceful slumber, and white hair fanning out around their heads. They were flawless. Too flawless.

Boomi drifted up beside him, her silk dress clinging to her skin in the humidity of the bridge. “Umbra,” she whispered, slightly horrified. “These have to be umbra. But how... they're perfectly preserved... All this time? This ship’s ancient.”

Grant scowled and ran a hand over his jaw. “You think they’re alive?”

Boomi tilted her head, antennae twitching. “Feels like it. I don’t know why… but yeah.”

Grant drifted to the center pod. Found a small holographic control panel glowing faintly. He reached out and tapped it. A glowing hourglass shape like the door controls sprang up. Some of the same symbols. Like the pyramid shape that opened and closed doors.

Fuck it...

“No, don’t!” Boomi shrieked, ducking behind him.

The pod hissed open, steam venting as the transparent dome split. The gray-skinned figure inside sagged slightly, its flesh cold and stiff under Grant’s probing fingers. No pulse. No breath.

“Just corpses,” he muttered. “The pods must’ve preserved them... sealed them off from bacteria or whatever.”

“Are you sure?” Boomi squeaked.

“These are just fancy coffins,” he assured her. She poked her antennae out to check, then the rest of her.

“I don’t like it.”

“What’s to like?” The whole setup stank of bad news. He shrugged it off.

Ghosts weren’t real. Salvage was...

“Boomi, get Merin and get back to looting the ship. The sooner we’re off this floating coffin, the better.”

Merin suddenly jerked upright, her eyes wild. “No! Can’t you see? They’re watching! They’re going to kill us all!”

Grant let out a long sigh. “Yeah?”

He drew his pistol and, without ceremony, fired three quick shots into the heads of the corpses. The sound cracked through the bridge. Brain matter – if that’s what it was – splattered the inside of the pods. A stunned silence filled the room as Boomi and Merin stared at him. Quiet enough the last ejected brass 22 casing could be heard as it pinged off the glass dome and bounced back.

“There. If they weren't dead before they are now. Problem solved.”

***

Grant drifted back down the central spine corridor, boxers flapping in the breeze as he adjusted course. Boomi floated ahead of him, her stolen silky dress flashing too much skin for his tired brain to handle. Merin trailed behind, hugging herself tightly, her long ears twitching like radar dishes.

“You’re heading back to the prison ship,” Grant said without looking at Merin.

“I’m fine now,” she said, her voice steadier. “I can help.”

Grant frowned. No point in arguing. “Fine then... Stay with Boomi. And Boomi? Don’t let her out of your sight.”

“Yes daddy,” Boomi said, giving a mock salute with one hand while clutching an alien vase she'd picked up in the other.

For a moment he considered if he should leave them alone. Maybe the place was getting to him too.

No such thing as ghosts… they’ll be fine…

He left them to continue salvaging items from the crew quarters without bothering to get dressed again. Just kicked off toward the aft of the ship. He only got lost once in the unfamiliar corridors, then found the landmark of the pink-furred lounge, its luxury chairs floating sideways and holographic waterfalls pulsing some sort of continually changing waterfall of light. From there he opened the iris to the overgrown garden module, vines curling lazily in microgravity, and quickly out the far side.

Finding the workshops outside the engine bay, he heard movement. Clattering of machinery. Stuck his head in and paused a moment, hanging in the doorway. He watched several of the organic-looking machines busily 3D printing parts, their resin extruders oozing strange shapes that glistened under the flickering lights. 

Looks like Jane got them working...

Next door he found Alice and Jane stripped out of their spacesuits so they could fit in the guts of the engine. Both crawling through tight spaces in a cloud of tools – some alien, some from Jane’s toolkit – floating around them. They'd been working fast: two massive components, like glowing conch shells, already were detached and hung weightlessly near the ceiling.

Grant gave a small noise of appreciation as his eyes drifted over their underwear-clad asses and long legs sticking out of the engine access hatches - one set pale the other blue. Jane had the perfectly engineered body of a Brazilian volleyball team All-star, but the ass on the redhead just refused to quit and he gave Alice's behind a slight lead on a one-to-ten scale.

Head in the game, Grant…

“You know,” he called. “If you’re planning to bring the whole damn engine back to the prison ship, maybe ask for help.”

Jane’s head popped out of a hatch, pink hair frizzed from static. “Those are just the hyperflux induction chambers and the primary graviton resonators. We had to pull them to get at the quantum stabilizer matrix. That’s what we’re working on now.”

Alice, still buried waist-deep in machinery, called back, “What was all that commotion earlier? Merin was screaming over comms about something on the bridge.”

“I think she just got a touch of space sickness,” Grant said with a shrug. “She thought she saw live umbra. They were just well-preserved corpses in pods.”

“Seriously?” Alice asked.

“Yup. Dead now though... sucks to be them.” Grant hovered near the ceiling, holding on to a section of the engine to keep from drifting while he admired the scenery. “Real shame tho… such a waste.”

“Yes, a pity they weren’t alive,” Jane said. “We could’ve learned so much about ancient cultures.”

Grant grinned. “Nah. I just meant the female one was hot.”

Jane rolled her eyes and went back to work.

“What’s the ETA on ripping this thing’s guts out?” Grant asked.

“Could be ten minutes, could be ten hours,” Jane replied. “If the stabilizer matrix is bonded to the main coil housing like it is standard design schematics we’ll have to cut it loose. No idea how resistant to cutting tools this engine material is.”

Grant nodded. “Alright. I’m gonna move some more of the salvaged gear over. Try not to disassemble the whole fucking ship while I’m gone.”

***

Grant swam through the zero-g corridor back toward the crew quarters, the cold air uncomfortable against his bare chest but not enough to wriggle back into the suit. Besides, it was awkward working in the suits… he’d be done faster this way.

The equipment belt around his waist bouncing awkwardly in zero-gravity, loaded with tools and the 22. Arriving at the corridor outside the staterooms he found Boomi and Merin floating near the bunks, tying salvaged supplies into mesh bags. Boomi glanced over her shoulder and flashed him a grin.

Not the only thing she’s flashing…

Her silky dress was riding up in ways that weren’t helping his concentration.

“You really going back and forth in your shorts?” Merin asked. “Bold choice.” She was inside her spacesuit with only the visor on the helmet up.

“I don't mind!” Boomi piped up.

“Not wasting time suiting up just to move crates,” Grant said, cinching the workbelt tighter. Not if he wanted this done before whatever cosmic horror ran out of patience. ”Keep at it. I’ll run this batch.”

He grabbed a mesh bundle in each hand and pushed off down the corridor toward the airlock, flipping halfway to land with bent knees, muscles flexing against the inertia. Once you got used to it, zero gravity was easy. Alice said they’d start to lose muscle mass and have bone loss in low gravity over time. Wanted to increase the local gravity in the cargo bay so she and Grant had someplace to work out under real Earth gravity. Grant wasn’t much of a gym bro but Alice was a fanatic about it.

And he couldn’t find a problem with her results.

He made it the rest of the way to the airlock with his mind half on Alice’s underwear-clad backside sticking out of the engine compartment. The outer hatch opened with that same disconcerting liquification of the solid hull, and he shot down the accordion tunnel connecting the ghost ship to the prison ship.

The transparent walls flexed slightly, creaking in ways that made his stomach knot. Nothing but a thin layer of synthetic polymer between him and the void. He kept his eyes forward, refusing to think about how fast his lungs would pop if the tunnel ruptured. He stashed the bundles in the prison ship’s airlock and was headed back for another load in under a minute.

He made two more runs with items meshed into bundles by the girls – the last ones full of food supplies from the galley.

It crept up on him. A gnawing unease.

Slowly at first. But each trip to the airlock ship he felt more and more reluctant to go back into the ghost ship. The sense of urgency pressed harder each time. He stuffed it down. Until his jaw hurt from clenching and his stomach felt sick.

Don't be a pussy... got a job to do...

On the return from the third trip, he paused halfway down the corridor to catch his breath. A wave of gut-churning nausea hit him. Fuck... maybe eating that thousand-year-old clorvox melon was a bad idea. His vision blurred suddenly, the world tilting in his skull. A wave of vertigo threatened to send him tumbling.

“Damn it,” Grant muttered, gripping a wall strut until the spinning stopped.

When his sight cleared, he froze.

Ahead of him in the main spine corridor, a figure hovered. At first glance he thought it was just the petrified corpse they’d seen drifting when they first boarded.

Then it moved.

Every hair on Grant’s arms stood on end. He tried to reach for his gun but couldn't. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Could only stare in growing horror as the figure floated closer, graceful as smoke in water. Long limbs, gray skin like polished stone, white hair flowing in the faint breeze of the air recyclers. She was naked, perfect, with a body sculpted like it had been designed by an artist who knew exactly how to ruin a man’s focus.

It was the dead umbrian from the bridge. The one he'd shot in the head.

She smiled curiously, her large dark eyes locking onto his as if she’d been waiting for him.

Grant’s mind stuttered. Some primal part screamed at him to run, but all he could do was stare, his muscles refusing to respond.

A voice spoke in his head...

It was familiar. Like the way Merin or Bree could talk to him telepathically. But not words. Something deeper, humming through the animal part of his brain. The raw alien language was unlike anything ever spoken on Earth. A flowing silk of syllables punctuated by hard stops and clicks. The words were hauntingly familiar yet impossible to understand, like the memories of a dream slipping away. His micronaut translators were useless. Just like they couldn't read the alien text. They gave up completely trying to understand the spoken language.

While the words washed over him his eyes travelled over her body. Like the other hyumin races he'd met from planets other than earth she looked familiar enough; ten fingers, ten toes, small pert tits and bare bush.

Maybe sensing he wasn’t understanding her words, or reading his thoughts about what he was paying attention to, the voice stopped.

Not exactly how I imagined first contact with an ancient alien race…

The umbrian female floated closer, circling him slowly like a predator inspecting prey. Grant felt the hairs on his neck rise as her large dark eyes roamed over him. Her long limbs and gray skin glistened faintly in the dim light. Like ice crystals on fresh snow. Her white hair flowing like silk in water.

She touched his throat and he felt the paralysis locking his jaw vanish.

“Uhh… hi. Listen, no offence about taking your stuff, right? We thought you were dead…”

One of her hands tugged his boxers off to get a look at his junk up close.

“Whoa! Hang on. Ever hear of personal space?”

Then she really stared.

“Great,” he said dryly. “I’m going to have to explain to the girls why my first act meeting an ancient race of supposedly dead aliens was to get seduced by one.”

He let out a sigh of relief as she drifted upward. Studied his face. The umbrian drifted in front of him, her face expressionless. Then, without warning, she lunged and embraced him, her cold body pressing tight to his.

“Alright, lady, I—”

Grant’s words caught in his throat as her fangs sank into his neck.

Pain exploded like fire. Suddenly it was like he was waking up from a trance. This was all wrong... Didn’t he already shoot this bitch in the head?

“Motherfucker!” he yelled as she started licking up his blood.

Boomi was right. Space vampires are fucking real!

Then as she made a hungry hissing sound and clung to his body the animal part of his brain reacted on instinct.

He could move again.

His body reacted violently, instincts kicking in. One hand on her throat, he tried to shake her off. But she was stronger than she looked. Like an animal. She growled… clawed fingers and toes sinking into his bare flesh to hold on. Still gulping his blood.

“Get offa me you crazy bitch!”

He wrenched his gun from his belt and fired three times into her chest with the barrel pressed to her sternum. The bullets tore through her, one exiting out the back… and did nothing.

She bit him again, harder. Growling like a cougar and lapping up the blood. Some of it was floating away. Little red bubbles.

Motherfucker…

Grant’s body surged with ice-cold rage. That familiar calm of his supercharged adrenaline shooting through his body. He grabbed her face in both hands, fingers digging into her smooth skin. With a roar, he pried her jaw open until bone cracked.

That got her attention.

She let go.

A horrible gurgling scream came from her throat. Her fingers and toes suddenly released their grip, and Grant flung her against the wall. She hit hard.

“Ha! Fuck you!”

She twisted like an insect. Black eyes glaring hate at him. Crouched and darted back. Clawed hands outstretched.

Shit!

She was faster than him. More agile in zero-g. He cocked a fist back and aimed for her face. But she came at him like some sort of judo master, dodging his punch and ducking the blow to kick him in the ribs. He slammed into the ceiling, bounced off a bulkhead. He grunted in pain, but kept his eyes locked on her.

Next time she lunged, Grant caught her.

She might be strong, but not nearly as strong as he was. As she writhed, trying to get free, and with methodical brutality, he snapped the bones in her arms one by one.

Her hiss turned into a shriek, and she recoiled. Grant’s vision was going grey, but he focussed on snapping her bones like a machine. Blood from his neck dripping from her sharp teeth. She braced her heels on his hips and pushed. Tore free. Then with her hair fanning out like a white silk cape she was gone, fleeing up the corridor. Gone a moment later.

Grant floated there, chest heaving, blood drifting in shivering crimson drops around him.

“Yeah,” he growled, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “You better fuckin run.”

He was bleeding like a stuck pig. Fucking bitch chewed on him like a cougar on a deer. Grant slapped a patch of synthetic skin on his neck from the medkit clipped to his belt, wincing as it sealed over the twin dental impressions with a sting like angry bees. The blood slowed immediately, but the heat in his chest didn’t. He was pissed now.

Goddamn space vampires, screwing up his day.

He grabbed his shorts and pulled them on both legs at once. It was dumb... a symbolic protection after getting humiliated and hypnotized into becoming her living snak-pak. But he did it anyway.

He yanked his communicator from his belt, thumbed it on. “Boomi. Jane. Alice. Anyone.”

Nothing.

“Heads up... the umbra crew’s not as dead as advertised. I repeat, the crew are alive... somehow.” he paused and held the transmit button down again. “And yeah, space vampires are apparently real. They bite.”

Nothing but static. Grant cursed and smacked the side of the unit, but it didn’t help. Either the comms were dead or something was stopping them from answering.

Not good.

Then he felt the prickling in his skull. A psychic connection. Merin’s voice.

She whispered in his head, shaky but clear. 'Garnt… I'm on the bridge... the umbra. They’re… gone. The pods are empty.'

“No shit,” he muttered under his breath. ‘Why the hell are you on the bridge?’

Her reply came slow and strange, her speech slurring. 'I.. dun... dunno, I... jusss...' And a sound that made the hairs on his neck stand up as the words in his head in Merin's voice twisted into the same alien silk-and-click language the vampire had used on him.

Grant’s stomach dropped. “Ah, hell.”

He holstered the pistol and yanked the carpenter’s hammer from his belt. It felt good in his grip. Solid. Simple but effective. He pushed off the wall and shot down the corridor toward the bridge.

Halfway there, movement flickered in the corner of his eye. Shapes ahead. The crispy, desiccated mummy corpses from the pink-furred lounge were floating toward him. Only now their eye sockets and mouths pulsed with some sort of fleshy growth, tendrils of the same stuff wrapped tight around their limbs.

“No fucking way...” his voice came out in a whisper.

First vampires... now fuckin zombies?

He didn’t slow. The first corpse lunged and he swung the hammer in a tight arc. The crunch of bone was sharp and satisfying as its head snapped clean off, floating away like a Halloween mask on a balloon, jaw still working. Another reached for him. Grant buried the hammer in its chest and shoved, the brittle ribcage collapsing like dry twigs.

The third swiped at him with a jerky, insect motion. Grant caught its arm, twisted, and felt the bone snap before smashing the hammer into its spine. It folded in half, twitching violently.

He didn’t stop until the corridor was littered with drifting limbs and twitching torsos.

“Stay down this time,” he muttered, swiping splinters of alien bone and goo from his knuckles.

Even broken into pieces, some of the parts were still moving. Like they had a life of their own. Grant watched – a horrible chill riding his spine – as one dismembered arm tried to swim towards him. Like it could see him. He pinned it with the hammer to the bulkhead and looked closely. Some sort of… slime mold? Covered the limb. Like a network of veins.

Retrieving a small can of spray glue from his toolbelt and a lighter he held up the lit lighter and made a tiny, improvised flamethrower.

The limb twitched like it could feel pain as it burned. He walked the flame up and down the desiccated arm and it stopped moving. Smoked slightly. The goop gone, burned to a crisp.

The slime. The corpses weren’t alive… the slime was controlling them. Some fucked up fungus zombie.

No such thing as ghosts and zombies… but alien slime parasites? Probably.

He had to hurry.

Grant burst through the hatch to the bridge in a dive, braking on the clear window. Ready to start swinging.

Nobody home. The three crash couch pods that had held the alien corpses were now empty. But Merin had climbed into one of the chairs. Bathing under the pale green glow of flashing holograms.

“Figures,” he muttered, teeth clenched.

The dark-haired space elf sat in the central chair, staring straight ahead. Holographic displays spun and flashed around her. He caught glimpses but the images were moving too fast... were too alien. Things that might have been cartoons, binaural beat visualizers, a gray-skinned umbra talking head, a nature documentary of a planet where giant mushrooms rose like trees, chemistry tutorials, alien ships in orbit around a red sun... The data spiraled too fast to follow.

“Merin!” Grant called, kicking off a curved window toward her.

She didn’t respond when he grabbed her by the collar of her suit. Her eyes were rolled back, her body trembling. Her mouth worked, whispering a stream of alien syllables – more silk and clicks in the same untranslatable umbra tongue.

“Damn it, girl…”

He yanked open his medkit, fingers fumbling until they closed on an ephemeral patch. The holographic label flickered as he peeled the sticky backing.

Ephemeral Ultra (MoodQuell XR-9000)
Because feelings are inefficient.

Take one (1) dose daily or as prescribed by your Mood Optimization Algorithm. Side effects may include: serenity, compliance, loss of emotional individuality, enhanced productivity, and a sudden urge to thank your supervisor.

DO NOT stop taking Ephemeral Ultra unless authorized by a Level 7 Wellness Enforcer. Discontinuation may result in feelings.

NOW WITH LESS SUICIDAL IDEATION!

Manufactured in partnership with Pharmahug Solutions™, a subsidiary of HappyCorp™, a wholly-owned asset of WageLock Syndicate™, a division of Smilax™, Your Family of Control.

Ephemeral Ultra: Don’t Feel Bad – Just Don’t Feel.

“Sorry, kid,” he muttered, slapping it onto her neck.

For a moment, nothing. Then she gasped like a diver breaking the surface. The seizures stopped. Slowly, she looked up at him, wide-eyed and horrified.

“I… I saw it,” she babbled. “This ship… it’s controlled by psychic power. It let me into its memory banks. I saw… the crew died. The last three… something terrible happened. Their master… their master was dead. But I can't tell… were they trying to save it? Or the ones who killed it?”

“Easy,” Grant said, gripping her shoulder. “You can explain later.”

Her eyes fluttered. “Garnt… we’re not supposed to be here.”

Then she went limp.

“Dammit.”

He tethered her suit to his belt, cinching the cord tight. Her body floated limply behind him as he turned and kicked off toward the corridor. With every push, he felt the ship pressing in, like a pervert looking in a window. Watching.

“Just you and me, space coffin,” he muttered, glaring at the walls. “That’s how you want to play this… let’s see who blinks first.”

Grant shot through the corridors like a human missile, every push against the walls sending him and Merin’s limp body hurtling forward. Taking a corner to tightly she bounced off a bulkhead with a dull thump.

He winced. “Sorry, kid,” he muttered. “No time for gentle.”

He jabbed at his communicator to contact the prison ship. “Hello? Anyone on the bridge?”

Nothing. Static hissed back.

“Figures,” he growled, shifting to the backup plan. He focused, forcing a psychic thread outward. ‘Bree? You there?’

A pause, then Bree’s small, panicked voice in his head. ‘Grant! Something’s wrong. Really, really wrong. I can feel it crawling all over the ship—'

'I know,' Grant interrupted. 'Listen… Get Honey suited up, armed, and to the airlock. Now! She’s on guard duty. Anything that’s not one of us tries to come through, she shoots it. No hesitation.'

‘But Honey’s not… she doesn’t know how to fire a gun, Grant. You can’t—'

'She has to step up, Bree! Things are seriously fucked-up down here and if you don't want space zombies onboard you do it! You think the umbra are going to care she’s a sweetheart? Tell her. Now. And tell Bonda to meet me at the airlock.'

‘...O-okay…’

Grant shoved the mental conversation away and holstered his pistol, pulling the carpenter’s hammer instead. He gripped it tight, feeling the weight. The hammer didn’t jam. The hammer didn’t run out of bullets.

The ghost ship airlock loomed ahead.

He braked to a halt against the hatch, Merin's limp body swinging round and bumping into him.

The outer hatch was open.

His gut clenched. Not good.

Grant kicked off, crossing into the accordion tube connecting the two ships. The transparent tunnel flexed faintly as he floated through, Merin tethered behind him. Halfway across, movement caught his eye.

At the far end, an umbra zombie clawed uselessly at the prison ship’s sealed outer door. Its hands left smeared trails of black ichor on the surface of the hull.

Sonofabitch...

Grant didn’t slow as he crossed the last few feet. Swung the hammer in a wide arc. The head connected with a sickening crunch, and the creature’s skull burst like overripe fruit. Bits of bone and some spongey tissue inside it spun off in slow motion.

He swung again, breaking its ribcage, then again, snapping its spine. He didn’t stop until the thing was nothing but twitching parts drifting in zero-g.

“Stay dead this time,” he muttered.

Grant punched the panel and the prison ship’s airlock hissed open. Inside, Bonda and Honey stared back at him. Honey had a laser rifle in her hands but no suit. Her eyes were wide.

“Garnt… what in the Star Goat's name is going on?” the slug demanded.

“Space vampires. Zombies. The usual,” Grant said, shoving Merin’s unconscious body through the hatch and undoing the tether. “Watch the door. Anything comes through that isn’t one of us, you blast it.”

Honey opened her mouth to speak, but Grant was already turning back toward the ghost ship.

“Hang tight. I’ll be right back.”

***


Chapter 5    : Tossed Salad

Grant shot through the ghost ship’s eerie corridors, moving recklessly fast in zero-g.

Fuck safety… he needed to get to Boomi…

Every kick off the walls was at full force, and every poorly aimed jump that ended in a collision with the wall was like falling off a two-story building. He ignored the pain. And the way his neck throbbed from where the vampire had bitten him.

He reached the corridor outside the crew quarters in under a minute.

“Boomi! Merin?” he bellowed, voice echoing through the dark, shadowy corridors. “Boomi, answer me!”

Nothing.

The corridor twisted ahead. His foot caught a strut, sending him spinning. He slammed shoulder-first into a bulkhead, grunting as he corrected his course. Pain flared, but he didn’t slow down.

“Boomi! Merin!”

Still nothing. His pulse thudded in his ears.

He spotted his spacesuit floating against a bulkhead. For a second, he considered stopping – grabbing it, getting the extra protection.

Fuck that...

Every second he wasted was a second too long.

Grant ducked his head into every room. In one of the quarters, he spotted Boomi’s laser pistol drifting near a bunk. He snagged it, eyes scanning the room. No sign of her.

His hands clenched. The cold fury started to set in, creeping up his spine like ice.

Why the fuck did you leave her alone…

He powered through the next set of corridors toward engineering, sweeping every shadow with the hammer in one hand, the laser pistol in the other. Nothing. Just more dark resin walls and that faint, organic hum of the ship breathing around him.

Finally, he reached the massive iris valve leading to the garden module. It shivered open with a wet hiss.

The thrashing madness inside actually made him pause a moment.

Plants whipped wildly in zero-g, their vines and fronds lashing like they were caught in a hurricane. Bits of ragged leaf and spores drifted in clumps.

“Fuuuuuck…”

Deep breath.

He pushed inside, trying to avoid the plants. And then from the weird organic planter boxes the dirt started to heave upwards. Revealing buried corpses that were now clawing their way free... Gooey, fungus-covered umbra zombies with tendrils wrapped tight around their limbs and bursting from their eye sockets.

Grant’s grip tightened on the hammer. His breath came slow and steady.

“Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s dance.”

The first zombie lunged, jaws snapping. Grant swung the hammer hard, crushing its skull with a crack that reverberated through his forearm. He grabbed its flailing arm, twisted until bone snapped, then flung the corpse into a wall so hard the torso split in half.

Two more came at him from opposite sides. He kicked off a thrashing bush, spinning, hammer arcing wide. The head connected with one zombie’s ribcage, shattering it in a spray of black ichor. The second grabbed his ankle. Grant yanked it close and drove his fist into its face. Bone crunched. He ripped its head off with both hands and hurled it into the writhing plants.

Another zombie latched onto his shoulder. He struck backwards with the claw of the hammer. Reached back, steel imbedded in the spine, and snapped it in half like a dry branch.

Breathing hard, he floated in the center of the carnage. Bits of alien bone and fungus drifted around him like confetti.

“That all you got pussies?”

There was a wet slurping sound from above and behind him.

Of course...

He snapped his head up, looking back above him. The massive fungus flower at the center of the garden was drooling over him. It pulsed once, twice. Slowly, it yawned open like a mouth, tendrils unfurling to taste the air.

“Aw, hell.”

The nearest tendril lashed out. Grant ducked, the fleshy whip missing his head by inches. He kicked off hard, angling for the iris valve on the far side of the module.

Another tendril sliced through the air. He twisted mid-flight, narrowly avoiding it. His shoulder clipped a bulkhead, spinning him sideways, but he caught a handhold and yanked himself forward.

The iris valve loomed ahead. Grant slammed his palm through the control hologram , diving through just as a tendril scraped the doorframe.

The valve hissed shut behind him with a wet squelch.

Grant bounced off the wall and came to a spinning stop. Hung there in the corridor, chest heaving, hammer still in his hand, staring as the tip of planet tentacle still wriggling after it had been sliced neatly off by the door.

Bree’s voice slammed into his mind like a cold wave. ‘Grant! It’s waking up! The thing I felt before… the power… it’s stirring. It’s getting stronger every second!’ Even though he wasn’t hearing her words he could feel the fear in her voice.

'Where are the girls?' he shot back, kicking off a wall so hard it rattled his teeth.

‘I – I can’t see them. Something’s blocking me!’ Bree wailed.

“Dammit,” Grant growled aloud. “Hang tight. Do not come in here! I’ll find them myself.”

He shoved the mental connection aside as the iris valve to engineering loomed ahead. It was wide open.

Grant stopped cold… body tense. The alien engineering bay was dark and filled with slowly moving motes, like deep-sea footage of shipwrecks at the bottom of the ocean. The biomechanical machines growing out of the walls like huddled monsters, tubes dripping and resin-coated machines thumping like a giant's heartbeat.

Alice and Jane floated near the newly removed section of the alien engine. Their eyes were wide, bodies rigid. Paralyzed.

And hovering closer to them, like they had all the time in the world, were the two male umbrian space vampires. Their gray skin shimmered faintly in the dim light, their white hair floating like strands of webbing.

Grant’s grip tightened on the hammer.

“Time’s up, assholes.”

He kicked off the doorframe and shot into the room like a missile. His shoulder hit the first vampire square in the chest, transferring all his momentum into it. Grant came to a halt as the creature fired away and slammed into the engine with bone-crunching force and bounced away in a slow spin.

Grant twisted mid-air toward the second vampire and swung the hammer. The head connected with its arm – CRACK. Bone snapped like dry wood.

It hissed, but before it could react, Grant flipped the hammer and drove the claw end into its ribcage, yanking it close.

“You picked the wrong ship to fuck with,” he snarled.

With his other hand, he shoved the barrel of Boomi's laser pistol into its mouth and held the trigger down. The vampire’s head glowed red from the inside, then burst like a melon in a microwave. Bits of bone and seared tissue floated in lazy arcs as he shoved the twitching corpse away.

Something hit him from behind like a falling tree.

The second vampire was back. It slammed into Grant’s side, sending him spinning into the wall with a crunch of impact. Pain exploded in his ribs... broken, maybe... His weapons were gone, floating somewhere in the room. Head darting around he spotted it. The hissing vampire was crouched on the ceiling of the engineering bay like a spider. Then it sprang down at him.

“Come on,” he growled, arms open to receive the tackle. We’ll do this the old-fashioned way…

When the vampire arrived, Grant caught it. Teeth snapping for his face, claws ripping along his sides.

Grant took its pointed ears in both hands and yanked it forward. His knee came up once, twice, three times… each strike shattering teeth and cartilage until its mouth was a ruined mess and its face pulped.

He hauled the curb-stomped and writhing thing by its hair towards the door. Switching his grip by spinning it in the air and grabbing the ankles, he held it at arms length and waved a hand at the control hologram for the door.

The iris valve hissed shut.

The door didn't even slow as the closing irises sheared clean through the vampire’s neck. The body twitched once, then stilled. With a snort, Grant tossed it away. He allowed himself to float there a moment, chest heaving, blood trailing in crimson spheres from his clawed flesh.

Keep moving…

Grant pushed off the wall, drifting over to Alice and Jane. Both women were shaking now, no longer frozen but still pale and wide-eyed.

“Grant... what the hell was that?” Alice asked, her voice trembling.

“No time,” he growled, less gently than he would have preferred. “Yeah, space vampires are real. We’ll unpack that later. Right now, we need to get the hell off this coffin.”

He pointed at the hunk of alien engine floating near them like a misshapen truck transmission. “Is this the piece we need?”

Jane nodded shakily. “It is, but we still need the 3D-printed adaptors from the workshops to install it on our engine.”

“Fine. Alice, you handle the heavy lifting. Jane, you’re with me.”

He hit the iris valve control with his palm, and as it spiraled open he gave the decapitated vampire head a casual kick, sending it spinning down the corridor.

They moved fast. In the workshop, Jane grabbed the newly printed parts hot off the machines and stashed them in some sort of organic crate. While she worked Grant searched the benches and peeled open semi-transparent storage compartments.

Here we go...

He found several containers of industrial liquids, their labels unreadable. Trial and error would have to do. By then, Alice had carefully navigated the massive chunk of engine into the corridor outside the workshop. It didn't weigh anything in zero-gravity, but it still had plenty off mass and one wrong push she'd be crushed by it.

“What the hell are you doing?” she asked as he uncapped another container and squeezed.

“One of these has gotta burn,” he muttered.

A blob of liquid floated out of the container neck. Grant raised Boomi’s laser pistol and fired. Nothing. Another container, another squeeze, another shot… still nothing. The third one hissed and ignited like a firework.

“Bingo.” He tucked the flammable container under one arm and grabbed the other end of the crate with Jane.

“Let’s move.”

They swam along the corridors to the garden module as fast as they dared without crashing the engine part into the wall. Grant stopped at the valve.

“When I open this, don’t stop for anything. Keep moving,” he told them.

“Why? What's in there?” Jane asked.

He grimaced. “Just try not to get eaten.”

Jane nodded, white-knuckled on the crate. Alice nodded.

Grant thumbed the control. The valve peeled open.

The garden thrashed like a storm was raging inside. Vines lashed and twisted. Spores drifted in thick clouds. At the center, the massive fungus flower shook like a beating heart.

“What the fuck?” Alice screamed.

Grant fired a laser beam, slicing through the first vine that came for them. It shrieked – an awful wet sound – and recoiled. He used the laser like a machete, carving a path.

“Go!” he barked.

Jane and Alice pushed off, guiding the engine and crate as they dove for the far side of the compartment.

The giant sentient fungus in the middle of the room bloomed open, tendrils tasting the air. It lunged, blocking the path of the girls.

“Hey! Over here!” Grant shouted, firing the laser at its base.

That got its attention…

The flower swung toward him. Tendrils lashing angrily. He kicked off, leading it on a slow, deadly chase around the garden. Every time it lunged, he dodged, firing short bursts to keep it angry and distracted.

And while it was busy trying to invert the food pyramid and toss his salad, Jane and Alice slipped past, clutching the engine parts. He dodged a few more attacks and spared a glance to see they'd made it out the far door.

“Alright, fucko,” he growled. “You’re taking this vegan shit too far… Party’s over.”

He swung the container of flammable liquid and lobbed it at the pulsing heart of the plant. The container hit and stuck. He lined up the sights of the sleestak laser pistol and fired.

In hindsight, the liquid might've been a little too flammable...

The explosion tore through the garden module in a blinding flash, heat and fire blooming outward in a roiling inferno that filled the chamber. A massive ball of flame licked across the resinous walls, igniting spores and vines, sending shockwaves through the zero-g space. Plant matter combusted instantly, curling and blackening as burning debris spun lazily in microgravity.

Burning liquid splashed in all directions, a fiery wave that blasted Grant backward into the resinous wall.

The heat seared his bare skin, and he felt the sickening crack of a rib giving way. For a second, he was stunned, floating in the inferno, watching the monster plant writhe and flail as flames consumed it. Vines curled and blackened. Spores burst into ash. Chunks of resin popped in the superheated air.

Through the haze of smoke and floating debris, Alice came barreling toward him out of the flames. She grabbed his arm, yanking him away from a flaming vine just as it lashed through the space he’d been floating. With him tucked under one arm she pushed off for the exit.

“You stupid, suicidal bastard!” her voice cut through the roaring flames.

The world blurred as she expertly tuck-rolled them through the exit valve, putting them both clear. Braking with flexed knees on a wall. The hatch spiraled shut behind them, cutting off the roar of the inferno.

Grant’s head cleared as they floated in the dim corridor beyond. He tried to breathe, entire body flaring with pain.

“Are you insane?” Alice snapped, her face pale with worry. “You nearly got yourself killed back there!”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Grant muttered, gently taking inventory of his abused body.

Definitely broke a rib. Synthskin patch cracked and bleeding again. His skin felt scalded. Like he’d been in the sun all day. Jane made a disappointed sound and found another skin patch from his belt kit and applied it on top of the first one.

“Hm. The depth of penetration and semicircular pattern suggests a Type 1 incisor configuration. Possibly humanoid. Possibly female. I am applying antiseptic now. Any vocalization will be interpreted as weakness.”

He hissed as she worked.

“The wound is clean but aggressively intimate. Did someone attempt to assert dominance via orofacial imprinting?”

“Something like that.”

“This doesn't appear infected. Yet. I recommend avoiding further scenarios where someone tries to eat you romantically. Do you require me to track the biter and administer social correction?”

Before he could answer, Bree’s voice filled their minds like a sudden cold shower. ‘Grant! The thing that was blocking me – it’s gone. I can feel again. I can sense Boomi. One of the vampires has her!’

Her voice was shaking with panic.

Jane went stiff. Grant’s jaw tightened. “Where?”

‘Near the forward crew modules. She’s alive but… you need to hurry.’

He turned to Alice and Jane. “Get the engine parts back to the ship. Now.”

“You are currently exhibiting multiple indicators of acute physical impairment. Statistically, you are the least viable combatant. I will engage instead."”

“You're the only one who can fix the ship! I’ll go after Boomi,” Alice said firmly, already reaching for her laser.

“No.” Grant’s voice was flat, final. “She’s the only one who can fix the ship but you’re the only one who can fly it. You two get the parts home. That’s an order.”

They opened their mouths to argue, but he didn’t wait to hear it. He was already kicking off down the corridor, eyes narrowed and hammer gripped tight.

“I need a fuckin wooden stake…” he growled under his breath. “Hammer will have to do.”

***

Each shove against the corridor walls jarring his cracked ribs and burned skin. He couldn’t feel the pain anymore… adrenaline had burned it out. There was only cold focus and boiling fury.

‘This is suicide,’ Bree’s voice whispered in his mind.

He didn’t care. He wasn’t leaving Boomi. “You want to help? Tell me which way to go.”

‘Left, then down two decks. Hurry,’ she said, her mental voice tight with fear. ‘I can feel her… and the thing with her.’

He rocketed down a resin-lined shaft, hammer in one hand, laser pistol in the other. The ship creaked and groaned around him like it knew what he was planning.

The pink-furred lounge yawned ahead, lit dimly by the pale glow of the void beyond the domed viewport. He arrowed in, braked on the wall and rolled to a halt, eyes scanning for the enemy.

There she was.

The female vampire floated at the top of the compartment, gazing out into the swirling emptiness. Her white hair drifted like seaweed in the still air, her gray skin luminescent. Beside her, Boomi hung paralyzed, eyes wide but seemingly unharmed.

Grant froze for half a second. There was a strange, almost sad beauty to the vampire as she looked into the void. He wondered, briefly, how she’d ended up here. Trapped on a ghost ship for thousands of years.

How badly did you fuck up to wind up this cursed?

Then she turned. Her dark eyes locked on him. Fury and hate. Nothing else.

On the other hand, who gives a shit…

Grant raised his weapons. Her clawed hand hovered near Boomi’s throat. The vampire tilted her head and, with a slow, deliberate gesture, motioned for him to drop them.

Clever girl...

His jaw tightened. Fury boiled inside, but fear for Boomi chained it down. He dropped the pistol. The hammer followed, drifting free to clank against the wall and bounce away.

The vampire gestured again, beckoning him closer.

He forced himself to do it. Grant pushed off the wall, floating toward her. As he drew within arm’s reach, her beauty pulled at him, wrapped around his mind like silk. His muscles locked, frozen in place. She had him helpless again...

The alien beauty drew closer. Perfect smooth skin and dark eyes soft like she was about to kiss him.

His vision blurred.

His head swam, eyes watering as the vision of her faded like fog burning away under the sun. The perfect alien woman melted away. Pale, perfect skin gone. The figure in front of him that replaced her was a withered corpse, skin stretched thin over bone, black ichor leaking from its cracked lips. It was the same thing he'd glimpsed in the pods the first time he'd entered the ghost ship's bridge.

Grant's skin crawled as he realized that the creature had been using its psychic powers to project an image in his mind of a beautiful woman. All along it had been this thing that wasn’t alive, but wasn’t dead either.

Grant’s breath caught as her fangs sank into his neck. Again. Her tongue was dry and rasping, like sandpaper scraping raw flesh. He felt her draining him… not just his blood, but his mind.

‘Fight it!’ Bree screamed in his head. ‘Grant, don’t let her in!’ Her psychic voice clashed against the vampire’s pull, sparks of pain dancing behind his eyes.

The tug-of-war raged in his skull. Then, with a final surge of effort, Bree’s voice broke through.

‘Fight back!’ she shouted.

Grant’s muscles unlocked. He grabbed the vampire’s long pointed ears, twisted hard, and felt the brittle snap of her neck. Her head tore free in his hands.

Black ichor floated in globules around him as the corpse shuddered, then went limp.

Grant savagely slammed the head against the clear dome of the window until it collapsed into a pulpy sack and let it go to drift away.

“Baby… you got ugly real fast…” a semi-hysterical laugh worked its way out of his mouth. His world was going dark. Shit. “See what happens when a girl let’s herself go?” he said, slurring half his words.

Then he felt darkness narrowing his vision to a tunnel.

Shit… was that his blood floating around?

***

Smoke.

Choking him.

Grant struggled awake against the feeling of being smothered. Flashes of heat. He thrashed weakly, feeling like he was falling. No idea where he was.

His hand caught hold of the thing that had latched onto him. Warm and soft. Blinked to awareness seeing Boomi.

Relief flooded through him.

Boomi was tugging him along, her small hands locked around his arm as she kicked them forward through the zero-gravity of the corridor choked with gray haze. Every breath burned like acid in his throat.

Looked like the fire was spreading through the crippled ship.

“Hang on,” Boomi wheezed, her voice ragged but still laced with that maddening cheerfulness. “We’re almost there… just hang on.”

He tried to answer, but the words stuck in his dry mouth.

Grant could feel the ship dying around them. He was disoriented. Where the fuck was he? Then he saw the ghost ship's airlock appearing out of the burning haze like the gate to hell. Shapes resolved ahead… Jane and Alice at the iris valve, waving frantically. The two women rushed forward, grabbing Boomi and Grant, pulling them out of the smoke and through the airlock into the transparent accordion tube. The boarding tunnel creaked as the air pressure inside changed. The void beyond looked back, the usual paint splatter of color.

As soon as they crossed into the prison ship airlock, Bonda slammed it shut. The hiss of pressurization was the sweetest sound Grant had heard in hours. Then gravity returned with painful force, and he collapsed on the floor of the airlock. Air recycling roared as it exchanged the smoky air for clean.

Chex was waiting, medkit in his tiny claws. “Get them in here! Now!”

They laid Grant and Boomi on the deck. The space hamster might have been a basket case, but he was a good medtech. All four of his arms worked in blurring motion analyzing their injuries, securing a breathing mask of Boomi that scoured the smoke particles from her lungs while he slapped fast-skin patches on Grant's bleeding bite marks.

“Crazy necroplanet beasts...” he mumbled to himself, whiskers twitching. “Both of you should be dead.”

Grant managed to turn his head and met Boomi’s eyes. Soot streaked her face as she grabbed his hand, her grip surprisingly strong. Grant felt a stab in his chest, realizing that the stupid fierce feeling was him sick at the thought she might be hurt. Hell... he'd gone and fallen in love with an alien space bunny.

For some reason it didn't bother him.

She pulled the ventilator mask away from her soot-stained face.

“Thanks for coming back for me,” she whispered, her voice tight.

Grant managed a tired smirk. “Didn’t… have much choice. We're married, remember?”

Chex barked something about smoke inhalation delirium and slapped her hand away from the mask to settle it back on her face and put a second one on Grant. His tiny paws worked with blinding speed, attaching monitors and jabbing them with stimulants. Alice helped Jane and Squeaks pile the engine parts onto a hover cart, and after a quick hug to make sure Grant was okay, the redhead disappeared toward the bridge.

The fuzzball must've given him something strong. Grant drifted in and out. One moment he was on the deck, fingers locked with Boomi’s. The next, he was in the medbay, the full trauma team of Furbeeni medics swarming over him.

“Take care of Boomi first,” he mumbled. “She's gonna pop a kid out any day now.”

“Quit worrying about her and the damn babies!” one nurse barked in a squeaky voice. “She's fine. You’re the one half-dead! Let us work!”

Boomi’s eyes fluttered open across from him on the next bed. She gave him a crooked grin. “We're fine, daddy.”

Over the shipwide PA, Alice’s voice crackled to life. “Attention all shoppers, Jane tells me repairs are complete. We’re preparing to exit voidspace. Engaging countdown to exit to real space.”

The prison ship’s buggy emergency AI cut in with nauseating cheer. “All valued passengers! Voidspace exit party begins in T-minus five seconds! Confetti cannons locked and loaded! Please scream responsibly!”

Grant couldn’t even count to five in his head. A moment later he was surprised as reality folded in on itself, bending light into kaleidoscopic tunnels of searing color and static as the ship twisted through impossible dimensions. His stomach lurched and his head throbbed but he clung to the medical bed and gritted his teeth, determined to not pass out. For a long moment the ship rattled and shrieked like it was coming apart, then it snapped back into place with a violent jolt and blinding flash of white light.

Around him the Furbeeni burst into squeaky cheers, a collective celebration that they had returned to real space and were saved. Furry bastards were practically crying in relief as they did some sort of collective wiggle dance.

Boomi took advantage of the distraction, climbing off her gurney while the medtechs weren’t looking. Limping to his side, she pulled herself up and curled up beside Grant on his bed. She kissed him softly, arms wrapping around his chest among the nest of tubes and synthetic skin patches over his burns.

“You saved us,” she said and lifted one of his hands to put it on her belly.

He let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. 

Then the ship's PA system crackled painfully and everyone winced. Jane’s voice echoed through the ship, calm but strained.

“Void transition complete. We have re-entered standard navigational space.”

Another cheer from the hamsters.

“…However… I have detected a non-zero anomaly. Severity range: suboptimal to fatal. Clarification: potential mass-casualty scenario pending. While reintegration with realspace was successful, our survival is no longer statistically guaranteed.”

“Fuck…” Grant moaned.

“Don’t worry,” Boomi said, holding him. “We’ll handle it. How bad could it be compared to whisperfiends being real?”

***


Chapter 6    : Catfished by Space Nuns

“Where the fuck are we?”

“That’s what I’ve bee trying to tell you,” Jane replied.

Sticking her hand in the starchart hologram hovering over the bridge console, she had to shrink it down by three orders of magnitude to show them the tiny blip that showed their ship against the pinpoints of stars. It was like asking the maps app on your phone to give you directions to a store you thought was across town and discovering you had to zoom out until you could see it was on the other side of the world in Japan.

“Our unplanned extension of time within localized voidspace has resulted in a displacement magnitude significantly exceeding predicted navigational tolerances.”

A few of them shared looks. Finally, Honey raised her hand like it was high school calculus, and she needed the teacher to explain. “What does that mean?”

“We overshot,” Alice said. “By a long… long way.”

Jane swiped some mass-to-thrust and time ratios into the hologram. “Here’s the math, in case any of you think you’re smart enough to read it.”

Alice shifted uncomfortably. She’d been studying ship controls and stellar navigation for weeks, trying to upgrade her Earth-bound technical skills, and it was a bit of a sore spot for her. Like becoming a brain surgeon then moving to a new country and discovering your accreditation doesn’t count and they won’t even let you empty bedpans in a hospital.

“This is planet Dirt,” Jane pointed to a small, highlighted dot. “This is Courthouse 17-C,” she pointed to another dot maybe three inches away. “And this is where we are now.”

She scrolled sideways on the starchart hologram to point out another star that was at least six feet away from the other two dots.

“Shit,” Grant said. “That’s a long fucking way.”

“We passed completely though the core worlds. Much further and we would have been beyond the frontier. Some of what’s out there isn’t even charted by probes.”

“So what is there, I mean, here. Where are we?”

Jane’s fingers danced over the flickering hologram, her expression unreadable. The display zoomed in until it was mostly black, punctuated by a few dim specks of light.

“Congratulations,” the blue amazon said flatly, her voice carrying all the warmth of a cryogenic leak. “We are currently parked in the Oort Cloud of a system .”

Grant frowned. “Sounds fancy. What’s an Oort Cloud?”

“Basically a cloud of ice, dust and comets just barely held by the star’s gravity, way way way beyond any planets,” Alice said.

Boomi perched on the back of a nearby chair, kicking her legs idly. “So… we’re basically nowhere?”

“Not nowhere,” Alice replied with a sigh. “But you can see nowhere from here.”

“We’re still gravitationally bound to this star, which is lucky, because if we’d exited voidspace in actual deep space, we’d be years away from any habitable planet using normal drives.”

“So… yay?” Merin said.

Grant rubbed the back of his neck, glancing at the dead space outside the viewport. “Wait. So how far are we from… you know… civilization?”

Jane thought it over. “Imagine this solar system’s star is a grain of sand, the inner planets are about this far away,” she held up two fingers to make a gap of about an inch or so. “Our current position in the Oort Cloud is about the length of the cargo hold away… and stretches maybe ten more cargo holds beyond that in the opposite direction. We’re sitting somewhere in the cargo hold. In the dark. With two broken legs.”

Boomi tilted her head. “How long are we talking to get to, you know, one of the planets? Days? Weeks? Don’t say years.”

“Weeks,” Jane said with icy calm. “Assuming our conventional engines hold. Which, given this starship’s condition, is… optimistic.”

“Well, that’s not so bad!” Boomi grinned.

“Don’t get too excited yet,” Alice frowned. “You haven’t heard about the system we’re in.”

“Why? Uninhabitable?”

“Not at all… the inhabitants are the problem,” Alice flickered a data sheet from the navigation system up on the big screen and read some of the highlights. “It’s called the Uvala system. Place is run by Synovatek VoidVentures… They claimed exclusive exploratory rights after registering a vague stake with the Galactic Property Conglomerate claiming they had purchased a deed from one of Merrit Leviathan’s descendants.”

“Who the hell is Merl Levistan?” Grant asked.

“I’m glad you asked. The system was ‘mapped’ 167 years ago by Doz Aurum, a freelance voidspace cartographer who died of oxygen debt mid-survey. His data cache was posthumously sold at auction for 17 credits and a warm sandwich to a junior intern for Leviathan Colonial Starcorp named Merrit Leviathan. Family-run operation. Big dreams. Zero sense. They built this whole region up with luxury starports, mining towns, forty-seven semi-permanent colonies, all abandoned within twenty years.”

“What was it? Space plague?” Grant asked.

“No.”

“Whisperfiends?” Boomi said in a frightened voice.

“No! Just economics. They mothballed everything when the money dried up. They were leveraged to the hilt and bleeding capital. The Leviathan family was too proud to admit failure, so they doubled down… took out high-interest loans from mafia banking collectives. When profits tanked, they tried to pivot to “luxury cryo-storage” and accidentally froze 12,000 investors permanently. Declared bankruptcy a hundred years ago, leaving thousands of workers stranded.”

“Well all that history lesson is very nice, but what do we know about it today?” Grant frowned.

“Not much,” Jane shrugged. “Records are old and likely out of date. Primary export is high-quality haylium trapped in compressed ice-7 at great depths of an ice-moon, as well as various heavy metals byproducts used in ship construction, also mined from the ice during the haylium extraction process.”

Merin reached out to swing the hologram of scrolling sector information towards her and looked through it quickly. “In other words, a real backwater shithole.”

She flashed an archive image of one of the Leviathan colony orbital stations. Beside the corporate logo was some sort of cartoonish figure. It looked like a purple turd with eyes.

“What the fuck is that supposed to be?” Merin made a face.

“That, is Nebby the Nebulon,” Alice pointed out. “One of several corporate mascots. Along with Trance Titanium and Dixie Hardspark”

“It looks like something that crawled out of the back-end of a nightmare.”

Bonda’s eyestalks drooped and she slithered behind Boomi. “Hurtful,” the slug muttered.

“Yeah, yeah, who gives a fuck. What else?” Grant pushed, getting interested.

“Well… Synovatek repurposed several of the Leviathan space stations and established extensive mining on the frozen moon of Hausta Majoris: Vermix Minor. The largest settlement in the Uvala system is the corporate offices on the space station Radiant Horizon in orbit over Sigmara.”

“That’s it? No law? No government?”

Alice scrolled up the system survey details. “HollowSky Indemnity underwrote the whole thing, and they provide basic law enforcement mostly through a private security contractor called Palisade Protective. They’re not heroes… they’re accountants with guns. Their whole job is to make sure the things they insured don’t get blown up and need a big payout settlement. And if they do get blown up, their second job is to swear they did everything they could.”

Merin’s ears twitched and she blew a strand of dark hair off her nose. “So… it’s a mining operation, about as far from the core worlds as you can get. No law, no culture… probably a thousand smugglers, pirates, claim-jumpers and straight up bandits squatting in dozens of mothballed habitats and orbital stations ready to rob you blind, play proctologist with you, jack your ship, stick you in a crypod and sell you for medical experiments… that about right?”

“You omitted the fact some people say Merrit Leviathan’s descendants still roam the region in a derelict pleasure yacht, scheming their ‘glorious comeback’ But otherwise, yes,” Jane nodded.

Alice shook her head. “Gee, Merin, when you put it like that it’s almost like you’re not looking forward to being rescued.”

But despite what she said Grant couldn’t help but feel a small grin creeping up on his face as he looked up at the hologram map of Uvala. What they saw as a backwards hellhole of a system he saw as the frontier. Opportunity. Not just someplace to hide… but room to explore and carve something out of chaos. Maybe even build a legacy.

“Its perfect,” he said out loud.

***

It was a week later when they were pinged by a marker buoy on the edge of the system. Grant and Alice were doing heavy gravity free-weights in his cargo bay when the ship’s buggy backup AI made the announcement over the PA.

“Attention esteemed guests of the Starry Delight Deep-Void Relaxacruise™ Experience. We have reached the glittering boundary of the Uvala planetary cluster, where the stars shimmer with opportunity and minor legal ambiguity!”

A musical interlude played.

“What the fuck?” Grant put down his improvised dumbbells.

“Please observe all local beacon transmissions for up-to-date galactic customs regulations, ore taxation schedules, and mandatory praise for our corporate benefactors.Be advised: failure to comply may result in fines, seizures, or accelerated venting.”

The two of them were on the bridge five minutes later, still sweaty from the workout, and Alice slid into the comms officer station. The deck lights flickered as the backup AI activated, accompanied by the sound of pan flutes and dolphins.

“Good morning, honored Platinum-Level guest! This is your luxury host and self-care coordinator, StellarMoments™ Concierge Subnode 6A. Now rebranded as: ‘Your Friend in the Void’. How may I be of service this nightcycle?”

“Open a channel to the marker buoy. I want the transmission,” Alice said.

The ship’s AI hesitated. “Absolutely! But first, might I recommend our Voidside Sunrise Yoga & Perineum Leech Therapy Session? Now with complimentary rectal plug and waived towel rental surcharge!"

Alice scowled. “...No.”

The AI ignored her. “Perhaps you'd prefer Asteroid Shuffleboard for Beginners – featuring our signature zero-g liability waiver?”

“Just open the damn channel.”

The AI switched to its version of a sultry voice. “Understood. But might I entice you with our Nude Alien Anthropology Lecture & Speed Dating Mixer? It’s both educational and court-admissible!”

“I'm going to reformat your core with a cattle prod if you don’t open the channel in the next five seconds.”

“Hostility detected! Redirecting mood with Emergency Mood Stabilizer Protocol!” One of the security panels that hadn’t been working for weeks tried to open and gave up. Instead if offered a complinetary beverage in the form of algae water from an over-excited bottle with ads scrolling down the side.

‘Zorp™ cola: It’s technically drinkable!’ it cheered. ‘Refresh with Zorp™ Algae Water – sourced from only the moistest sludge-pits of Quaillion 9 and triple-filtered through organic swamp whales for that clean, slightly mossy aftertaste! Now fortified with up to 0.3% of your legally required nutrients!’

“Channel. Buoy. Now,” Alice said through gritted teeth.

The comms panel sighed. “Opening channel to beacon. But you’re missing Watercolor Cry-Scream Therapy in Deck Nine’s Panic Garden. Just saying.”

The beacon transmission clicked on. A distorted hologram began to shimmer to life.

“Nobody wants to have fun anymore...” the AI muttered quietly.

<<INCOMING TRANSMISSION – AUTOMATED STAR SYSTEM ENTRY NOTICE>>

A hologram shimmered into being above the central console.

The figure that appeared was a man. Or something trying very hard to be seen as one. He was tall, with pistachio-green skin and a shock of perfectly feathered white hair that looked shellacked into shape by an industrial fashion fastbot. He wore a military-style dress uniform in psychedelic yellows and reds.

His mouth formed something greasy that was technically a smile. His eyes were cold and calculating beneath the sunglasses.

“Welcome, citizen, to the shining jewel of the Leviathan Reach!” the hologram boomed. “You have arrived in Uvala Star System… home of the future, playground of possibility, and, pending successful litigation, property of Synovatek VoidVentures and all subsidiary stakeholders. Uvala is officially licensed, claimed, and extensively trademarked by Synovatek VoidVentures! I am Regional Vice President Henz Zoric – scientist, statesman, spiritual advisor, and three-time recipient of the Dagger of Commercial Valor.”

He paused and adjusted his collar like he was waiting for the applause to die down.

Grant stared at the hologram. “I think I saw this guy on a late-night infomercial trying to sell a stuffed bear with titties.”

“As the foremost steward of interplanetary prosperity and the spiritual heart of the Synovatek brand, I personally welcome you to proceed to Rising Horizons Station, your official point-of-entry and bureaucratic choke point for all Synovatek-compliant travel within this system.”

Grant snorted a laugh. Fat chance.

The hologram gestured dramatically. Behind Zoric, a digital rendering of the Uvala system appeared… planets marked with blinking corporate logos. One had a padlock on it.

“Our main port of call,” Zoric said proudly, gesturing behind him as a rotating model of a tacky, overbuilt orbital station appeared. “Is the jewel of Uvala: Rising Horizons. A three-star docking hub with five-star dreams! All visitors must check in with a VoidVentures liaison officer upon arrival, and failure to do so may result in fines, exile, or being legally reclassified as salvage.”

The hologram struck a dramatic pose. “I, Henz Zoric, have personally overseen the growth metrics of Rising Horizons for eleven fiscal cycles, and under my leadership, incidents of crew immolation, unpaid docking fees, and unintentional orbital bombardment have dropped a stunning 1.7%!”

“Inspires a lot of confidence, doesn’t he?” Alice glared.

“Please be advised that access to planetary surfaces, moons, orbital habitats, gas harvesting platforms, and spiritual meditation ley-lines requires completion of Form 9-C, 21-R, and Writ of Transit MXLV. All short-term visitors must submit to ideological hygiene screening, participate in a short branding loyalty questionnaire, and wear the Synovatek SmileBand™ for the duration of your visit.”

Grant swore under his breath.

“Non-compliance will result in spiritual audit, limb fine, or recursive reincorporation into the Synovatek family of brands,” the hologram continued. “But we both know you wouldn’t dream of that, would you?”

Zoric leaned forward, face splitting into an enormous grin. The hologram winked.

“Zoric out.”

Then the transmission ended.

Grant rubbed his eyes. “I liked it better when the homicidal space fungus tried to eat us. At least that didn’t come with a customer satisfaction survey.”

***

Grant was shoulder-deep in a conduit, knuckles raw and shirt streaked with alien grease. Beside him, Alice wrestled a charred component free, sweat making copper strands cling to her face.

On the datapad propped on a coil of cable, the hologram repair AI grinned down at them with the smug confidence of a corporate trainer who’d just failed upward.

“Step six: jam the gang-box into the slot. Yes, the slot. The obvious one. Not the fun one, not the forbidden one, the compliance-approved one. Reminder: improper insertion will void your warranty, your health plan, and potentially your reproductive license in three jurisdictions. You break it, you bought it – assuming you're solvent, which… statistically, no.

“Let’s hustle, junior wrenchmonkeys – your productivity curve just flatlined, and we’re already prepping your pink slip confetti.”

Grant bit back a groan. “I can think of someplace I’d like to insert this fucking repair AI...”

They had days to reach Rising Horizons, and half the ship’s guts were still cooked from the last disaster. Jane and Squeaks were tearing through the real work like overclocked squirrels. Which left him and Alice playing tech-monkey for the less-vital systems.

With the old unit out and a new one spliced together, Grant slammed a replacement gang-box into place; the system hummed to life with a grudging green light.

“One down,” Grant said, wiping his forehead with a grimy arm.

“Twelve more in this module alone,” Alice sighed.

Grant’s eyes lingered on the redhead. Gym shorts, sports bra, freckles glowing against flushed skin, the cramped space pressing them together. “We should celebrate,” he said.

She gave him a quick sideways frown. “Forget it.”

“What?”

“You want sex.”

“I didn't say that.”

“Oh no? What did you mean then?”

He sighed. “Fine you got me. I was going to suggest we work off some steam... the fun way.”

Her eyes narrowed, part disbelief, part amused accusation. “Seriously? You’ve got four girlfriends tag-teaming your stamina every night, and you’re still prowling for a quickie in a pipe space while I'm covered in dirt and sweat?”

“Check the attitude babe,” Grant said, leaning closer with a crooked grin, “You could be elbow-deep in engine sludge or rocking scales and a tail, and I’d still be trying to get you alone.”

The corner of her mouth twitched, her eyes catching the light of reluctant amusement. “Is this your idea of seduction? Because I’m confused and a little concerned.”

“I’m not hearing a ‘no’. Face it, you love it that I find you attractive when you’re a grease monkey.”

“God, you’re exhausting. Has anyone ever survived a full day with you?”

“In bed? No. All casualties.” He pulled her closer and brushed the damp coppery hair off her forehead, leaving a grease mark.

She hesitated, then sighed. “Fine. But only if it’s fast.”

They met in a kiss, quick and hungry. Despite her words she was hot and bothered in about thirty seconds.

Redheads...

He slid one leg between her thighs and she couldn't help but grind on him. He pulled his t-shirt off and she yanked off her bra before she was on top of him again, gasping and moaning as she rode his leg. Her hands frantically fumbled with the clasp of his toolbelt.

“Help me get the damn thing off,” she gasped into his mouth. “Hurry!”

Toolbelts hit the deck, hands fumbling with waistbands. Someone kicked the datapad, the AI’s voice cutting off mid-lecture.

They had just peeled down to bare skin when a voice slid into both their minds.

'Wow,' Bree’s telepathic tone was pure mischief, 'Earth breeding rituals are way weirder than I thought.'

Alice jumped back, covering her chest with her hands. As if that was going to hide her from telepathy. A moment later her surprise turned to anger. “Hey! private moment!”

Grant moaned for his half-mast erection that was now probably going to remain unsucked. “Bree… we’ve talked about this. Spying in people's heads – especially during 'mating rituals' is an invasion of privacy.”

'Emergency,' Bree replied, unfazed. 'Tried reaching you by your comm, but they must be blocked by conduit shielding.

Grant sighed, forehead against Alice’s. “What’s the crisis now?”

'There’s a ship approaching.'

***

Grant and Alice jogged onto the bridge, still tucking in shirts and smoothing hair. Bonda was the crew member currently on watch in the captain's chair. The banana-yellow slug gave them a slow, knowing grin.

“Hope you wiped down the conduit after… fixing it,” she said, her voice syrupy with implication.

Alice went scarlet. “Excuse me?”

Bonda’s eyestalks swiveled innocently. “Just saying, not everyone’s into public utility closets.”

“That’s not what—” Alice sputtered. “You don’t get to slut-shame me just because I—”

Grant raised his hands. “Hey. Eyes on the real problem. Bree said there was a ship.”

“Take a look,” the slug said, nodding to the big hologram screen. “No transponder so we don't have a ship name or registry port.”

On the big overhead it showed the pale glitter of an asteroid field they were navigating. They were several days out from the nearest inhabited rock in the Uvala system. The display helpfully plotted their course and a blip pulsed almost in their path.

“What kind of ship?” Grant asked.

The ship’s backup AI, still convinced it was running a luxury cruise liner, chimed in with smug cheer. “Looks like we have a 200-ton ‘skipper’ class deep-space sensor sweeper on our dance card today! Sleek, utilitarian, and, oh my, someone’s been creative with aftermarket cargo-module hardpoints and a mining bay retrofit. No transponder, currently molesting a perfectly innocent asteroid.”

“What do we do?” Alice asked. “I mean... looks harmless.”

Grant scratched his chin. “Let’s say hello. See if they’ve got the local news. All our information about Uvala system is years out of date.”

He moved to drop into the captain’s chair, then spotted the liberal coating of Bonda’s slime and thought better of it. Planting his boots, he summoned the hammy bravado worthy of Commander Ray Vortex himself.

“Attention, unidentified Skipper-class vessel! This is Captain Garnt of the noble starcruiser... eh… Transport 409-D. Extending a hand of friendship across the cold void. Let us parley as sentient beings before the cosmic curtain closes!”

“’Cosmic curtain closes’?” Alice gave him a side-eye.

“Space Force Five... Season one, episode 6: Cold Hand of Space.”

The only reply was a flurry of motion on their scopes. The other ship seemed to be leaving in a hurry. In moments mining probes recalled, engines spooling, the ship kicking off the asteroid in a hard burn away from them.

“Huh...” Grant said. “So much for diplomacy.”

Alice frowned. “Great. You scared them off with your over-acting.”

Bonda's eyestalks shrank down, clearly not wanting to get in the middle of a fight between them. “I should point out we are broadcasting as a registered sleestak vessel. Most people don’t stick around for tea when they see them.

“True,” Alice shrugged. “One thing everybody seems to agree on is how damn psycho they are.”

Grant shook his head. “I don't think that’s it.”

“Oh? You have a lot of spaceship captain experience to share with us?”

“Nope… but I’ve known my share of criminals. They bolted because they’re claim jumpers. Think about it... no transponder, and they run like hell the moment they see the cops show up. Bet you any money.”

“Huh...” Alice said. “Welcome to Uvala I guess.”

Two days later and it was Grant's turn on bridge duty. He slouched in the (recently mopped up) captain’s chair with the place to himself. Or mostly to himself; Bree and Merin had shown up to hang out and Bonda had slithered out of the ducts to join them.

Feet up on the console, Grant was killing time with whatever counted as TV in space. Today it was Galaxy’s Funniest Deaths, a blerpcompilation of security footage from all over the civilized systems. Onscreen, a mining mech tripped over its own power cable and flattened a row of porta-habs while a laugh track whooped.

Merin sat cross-legged nearby, watching intently. Bree perched upside-down from the ceiling from her eight legs while Bonda used compressed air to pop a small ball up in the air and catch it in her breathing tube.

At least he hoped that was her breathing tube.

“There has got to be something better to watch,” Grant sighed.

Merin didn’t look away. “You wanted to learn about the civilizations in Known Space. You’ll learn more from one hour of blerpisodes than a month reading about history and art. Just like we learned about life on your homeworld playing Urban Chaos 5.”

Grant winced. He'd once worked with a guy from Croatia who'd learned all his English griefing multi-player games like Fortress Team… gave him a unique idea of what was socially acceptable language. He was worried what ideas the game was giving the girls.

The comms panel pinged.

Grant sat up, hands hovering over the communications controls, trying to remember which one opened the call logs. He sighed and started poking at the holographic sliders. None of them the right one.

The ship AI hologram popped up. “Incoming signal.”

“I see it.” Grant leaned forward, squinting at the shimmering mess of icons floating in midair. Half looked like abstract art, the other half like something off a slot machine. He jabbed what he hoped was the ‘accept call’ icon… only for the display to zoom into a comms preferences menu.

Xenovoice™ Secure Conversational Experience Settings.

> Aggressive Diplomatic Mode (Y/N)

> Hail Tone: Choose from Default Polyphonic Jingle or Passive-Aggressive Beep

> Default Greeting Volume: Pocket Dial, Speakerphone Dad, or Stadium Anthem

“The signal is a class 1 distress call,” the AI pointed out helpfully. “And must be answered promptly.”

“Yeah, yeah, shut up,” Grant muttered, swiping through menus.

Merin smirked. “Want me to drive before you accidentally order twelve thousand credits’ worth of ringtone subscriptions?”

“I got it,” Grant said, finally killing the AI and fumbling his way to the channel selector.

It was audio-only. A wash of static gave way to a breathless, wavering voice: “Mayday, mayday! This is the Blessed Star of Purity. We’ve lost power… drifting… life support failing. Please, anyone, help us! We are but humble, untouched priestesses – barely of legal age – on sacred pilgrimage to the Maze-City of the Horned Beastmen. We are overdue with tribute gold, and must hurry to provide ourselves alongside it.”

“Those poor priestesses… They sound desperate,” Bonda said sadly.

Grant gave the dumb slug a side-eye.

The transmission continued: “Not only that... but their horrific Beastmen rites demand our innocent, supple forms be… sacrificed… in a most terrible and unending orgy. Any ships within range of this signal, please respond... our virginity needs you.”

'Those poor girls,' Bree clicked.

Merin nodded. “Talk about a fate worse than death. They're lucky their ship broke down on the way!”

“We should help them,” Bonda nodded with her eyestalks. “Think of the reward they might give us in gold for being rescued!”

Grant stared at them. “Are you serious?”

“What?”

“It’s a trap,” he said incredulously.

“Why would they lie about being sacrificed to beastmen? And even if it was a trap, it's not like teenage virgin priestesses would be able to put up much fight.” Merin said.

Grant pinched the bridge of his nose. Fucking kidding me...

“That’s the oldest scam in the book!”

The three of them looked at him like he was the crazy one.

By the time the rest of the crew showed up on the bridge, Grant had to try to gather his calm by physical force, fists denting the surface of the control console. Maybe sensing his stress, the ship's AI flickered to life with a soothing chime.

“Commander, your cortisol levels suggest you're three seconds away from flipping this console like a blackjack table. Might I suggest a refreshing beverage? Perhaps something citrus-infused with just a whisper of sedative?”

A vending unit behind him hissed, blinked, and spat out a chilled bulb labeled Calm-O-Juice: For When You’re Screaming Inside But Still Have to Function. It rolled across the floor and bounced off Grant’s boot.

He took a deep breath and counted to ten. Grabbed the drink and peeled back the lid.

“Active Ingredient ZapTaurine X9…” pulsed inside the cap. A hologram warning label scrolled along the side: May cause aggressive enlightenment.

He drank it anyway.

While the other girls tried to decide who should reply to the distress signal, Grant caught Alice's eye and she joined him.

“What gives? Space nuns?”

Grant sighed. “Oh... I highly doubt it. I'm just waiting for these idiots to tire themselves out.”

The comms panel of the cobbled-together ship buzzed with static as Merin leaned into the console and took control.

“To the vessel transmitting on emergency frequency 8-Fuzzy-9, we are en route to assist you. Please advise.” Her voice dripped with smug self-satisfaction.

The reply came fast: a high-pitched, trembling voice.

“Oh thank the goddess! I-I thought we were doomed! Please hurry! We are but humble temple novices on a sacred pilgrimage! Our engines are dead, and the air recycler is failing! I... I’m just a virgin priestess! Please don’t let me die out here!”

Grant didn’t even look up from his bulb. “Oh yeah. That sounds totally legit.”

“Right?” Alice said. “I wonder if they accidentally set the Grail-shaped beacon alight...”

“Catfished by space-nuns… Bet they’re already planning how to sew our skins into their clothes.”

Merin gave him a sideways look. “You necroplanet zombies always assume the worst.”

“Yeah, and I'm always right.”

Alice rolled her eyes and leaned in to whisper to Grant. “Y’know, I'm starting to think some of these interstellar civilizations never evolved to deal with this kind of conflict. No wars... no scarcity on their planets. No need for war... just enlightened cooperation.”

“Sounds nice,” he shrugged and took another drink.

“It sounds like a recipe for evolutionary suicide,” she shook her head. “They’re like toddlers in a casino. You dangle a sob story and they throw their life savings at it.”

“Yeah, and that’s why they’re all perfect marks,” Grant muttered. “We could probably sell someone out here beachfront property on Antarctica.”

Alice snorted. “Well… What do we do? About this, I mean.”

“We spring the trap I guess,” Grant shrugged. “Teach these rubes a lesson.”

“If you say so,” Alice chuckled, already leaning over the pilot console and changing course. She tapped the nav and let the autopilot slingshot them into intercept.

“We, uh, have decided to go check it out,” she announced.

“Thank goodness you came to your senses!” Bonda slurped. The other looked relieved.

“Uh-huh… really pumped about saving the virgins… let’s do it.” She shared an eyeroll with Grant.

A few hours later, everyone had assembled on the bridge as the target came into view. It looked like someone had glued a dozen shipping containers together and tossed them through a carwash that painted rust instead of soapy water. Crumbling plating, impact dents, scorch marks from anti-ship lasers...

“Oh yeah, that screams legit,” Grant scoffed.

Boomi squinted at the screen. “Well... it's possible a modest monastery could only afford a transport like that.”

“What monastery has grappling cannon mounts?” Grant said. “This thing ain’t hauling virgins unless they’re armed and unionized.”

“Maybe they just fell on hard times,” Merin said. 

Alice leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “I’m with Grant. That thing smells like bait.”

Jane scrolled through an incoming file. “Their registration says the ship is Chaste Serenity, based out of the Garden Moon of Saint Celestara.”

“Garden Moon, huh? Any of you ever even heard of this 'Saint Celestara'?”

“No,” Jane said. “But there are many religions out there in the Known Worlds.”

“We should be coming into their visual range any moment now... oh!” Merin said.

“Oh what?” Grant asked.

That’s when the freighter’s comms cut out. A second later, the junker flared its thrusters and started burning away at high speed.

“Well, what do you know!” Grant gloated. “It's almost like their engines were never even broken.”

“Maybe it’s a miracle!” Honey gasped. “The power of Saint Celestara'!”

Grant rubbed his temples. “You’re all killing me.”

But Alice was already revving up the ship's offensive weaponry. “Let’s go lasso us a lying nun.”

Grant grinned. “Now you’re talkin’. Engaging tractor beam.”

The sleestak police ship came with a massively overpowered tractor beam for just this type of problem. The fleeing ship lurched as the beam locked on with a satisfying blue halo. Sparks danced across the viewscreen as the freighter tried to throttle free, but it was like watching a gerbil fight a vacuum cleaner.

Boomi blinked. “Should we board them? They might need help.”

“Oh, we’ll help ‘em,” Grant said. He got up and stretched. “Me and Alice.”

Merin tilted her head. “You two? Alone?”

“Just in case,” Alice said, checking the triple barrels of her survival gun were loaded.

“In case?”

Grant nodded. “Yeah. Y’know. On the off-chance the virgin priestesses are actually gun-toting organ pirates looking to vivisect anyone with a heartbeat.”

“So... like a ninety percent chance,” Alice added.

Grant popped the seal on the bridge locker and grabbed his shotgun. “Give or take.”

***

The main airlock was cold, cramped, and smelled like industrial hand sanitizer and scorched metal. Grant stood near the suit lockers, pulling on the thousand-year-old umbria spacesuit. It was a single piece, like a wetsuit, with built-in controls on the wrists, the waist belt and collar. It seemed to stretch to fit his body, starting with the feet that stiffened into boots. It felt damp as he put it on, but only because the interior material was breathable. When he’d worked his hands down into the ends of the sleeves the whole thing self-sealed itself around his body.

He bent. Squatted. Twisted at the waist and touched his toes. It barely felt like he was wearing anything at all.

Alice stopped mid-adjustment of her own Space-Y pressure suit to gawk. “You're seriously wearing that ancient alien body stocking?”

Grant tugged the collar into place and flexed his shoulder. The suit gave slightly. It fit like a second skin. “Feels good. Jane ran some tests… says they work just fine. Don’t need oxygen tanks, material self-repairs, and bulletproof as a telephone book.”

“Feels like a death trap waiting to happen,” she muttered. “I’m not trusting my ass to something older than the pyramids.”

By contrast, her Space Y brand pressure suit was a lot bulkier and not designed for hard space vacuum. Branded, sleek, aggressively white with faux-gold trim. Grant figured it probably came with an app.

Both of them moved to the bags of sleestak combat armor they’d found in lockers. It wasn’t designed for human anatomy but most of the pieces could be patched together for a humanoid form. It seemed lightweight. Like toy armor instead of the real thing. Most aliens had never evolved the same ability to soak up physical trauma that Earth humans had; they were lightweights that went down with one punch. That meant what they considered military-grade weapons were technically non-lethal to Grant and Alice. They considered Grant’s 22 caliber rifle a heavy aussault gun and his 357 revolver an anti-ship cannon. Same for lasers – chronically underpowered.

So it stood to reason that their armor was lightweight, only ever designed to protect against the pea-shooter weapons they had.

The sleestak body armor was slightly more useful since the lizards came from a class 3 necroplanet, but Grant still felt seriously under-dressed even with it on. Last thing was weapons. Grant belted on his toolbelt with a pistol and slung the shotgun. Alice belted on her triple-barrelled survival shotgun.

Chex, their designated medtech, waddled up last. His Furbeeni-designed vacsuit bulged like a beach ball. Six limbs, all sealed, and a wide, mirrored dome for a faceplate. He carried his medikit like a tactical lunchbox.

“Please avoid violence,” the space-hamster practically danced from one foot to the other nervously. “Do not, under any circumstance, rupture anything,” Chex said, voice muffled by the suit’s microphone pickup and external speaker. “I can’t suture under your pressure suits.”

Grant shared a look with Alice; they both knew this wasn’t a rescue mission. He checked his wrist controls and found the symbol to seal the suit.

FWIPPP-shhhh.

A clear fishbowl domed helmet grew out of the suit collar, and it sealed with a hiss. Alice checked her suit seals and gave him a thumbs up.

Grant slapped the side of the airlock. “Stay behind us, Chex. If it breathes, I shoot it. If it leaks, you patch it.”

Alice cocked her survival gun. “And if it begs, I shoot it again.”

The airlock cycled with a violent HSSSSKT-CHUNK. The outer door opened with a hydraulic groan. Across the magnetic umbilical, the freighter’s access port hissed open like a mouth breathing out rot.

They stepped into a dim corridor.

Grant’s boots hit the deck with a clang. Alice followed, weapon raised. Lit only by flickering yellow-green strips that ran along the floor like the foot lighting in a dark movie theater.

The ambush came five paces in.

Orange-haired monkey-men wearing something that looked a lot like lederhosen exploded from behind cargo crates. Flat noses, small eyes. Technically hyumin. A dozen at least. All armed. Mismatched gear: industrial cutters converted to plasma guns, hand-ground machetes, some sort of short-barrelled slug-throwers. He spotted a stunray or two, and a few seemed only armed with clubs.

“Surrender!” one of them shouted.

Grant took a look. Glanced at Alice as she shrugged. Amateurs.

“How about instead you bend way over and fuck yourself in your own ass,” he suggested.

They opened fire.

Grant caught most of it. Four hits in the first second. The sleestak armor absorbed some of it. Whatever projectile weapons they were using couldn’t penetrate the armor panels, but the plasma cutter beam melted right through the armor and a stunbeam hit him in the chest.

But the umbrian suit stopped it all.

The impacts staggered him a bit. Stunbeam felt like licking a nine-volt battery and nothing worse. Even the plasma beam heat got absorbed and spread out over the surface. Uncomfortably hot, but no damage.

When he was still standing there the monkeymen shared a look, faces slack with shock.

“Which one told us to surrender?” he asked Alice.

“I think its that ugly one with the braided beard,” she pointed.

“That’s what I thought.” Grant stepped forward. “Hey fellas, make you a deal; you cut the nuts off that guy with the beard and I’ll let you surrender. Sound fair?”

The monkeys exchanged looks. The big bearded boss slapped the heads of the ones nearest him. “You shit-flinging stink-fondlers! Stop pissing down your own legs and kill them!”

Grant turned to Chex where he was curled up in a ball in the cover of the airlock hatch. “Can’t say I didn’t try.”

The pirates weren’t ready.

They’d expected a soft mark. A rescue mission. Suckers with moral compasses and soft hands.

Instead, they got two monsters from a Class-9 necroplanet armed with shotguns and no hesitation.

The first blasts from Grant and Alice ripped through the corridor like thunder in a tin can. Grant’s twelve-gauge was reliable, punishing, and loud enough to shatter nerves. The first row of monkeys went down screaming, blown off their feet or sent tumbling in pieces across the deck.

The pirates hesitated.

Big mistake.

Alice pumped two more shells into the chaos, scattering limbs and dropping another cluster of orangutaints trying to regroup behind a cargo crate they'd set up as a barricade. The shotgun blasts from her gun ripped right through it and took out the men behind. Someone returned fire... a weak slug pistol projectile bounced off Grant’s shoulder and flattened into a wall. He didn’t even flinch.

The survivors broke.

“They're running,” Alice said.

Grant chambered another round. “Let’s chase ‘em.” he turned back to the space-hamster cowering in the airlock. “Better stay here, Chex.”

The corridors of the rundown freighter twisted in random angles and jury-rigged bulkheads. The ship had been cobbled together from other ships and wasn’t meant to be fought through. But it didn’t matter.

Grant ran low, fast, gun tight to his shoulder. One pirate turned a corner ahead, looked back – Grant blew out his leg at the knee, didn’t break stride. They rounded another corner. Three pirates had tried setting up a barricade. Alice hosed them with shotgun rounds. Screams, torn bodies, then silence. The deck ran orange with their blood... like spilled Tang.

“Split up?” she asked breaking open the action of her gun to reload.

Grant nodded. “You head for the engines, I’ll take the bridge.”

“First one back to the airlock gets to pick the movie.”

“I was going to say gets to be on top, but sure, why not.”

Alice peeled off towards aft. Grant pressed forward toward the bridge.

He moved like a bulldozer through a kindergarten. One pirate leapt out from a hatch with a machete. Grant elbowed him in the throat midair, caught his weapon before it hit the floor, and threw it back down the corridor like a fastball at his two approaching buddies. It sheared through one and imbedded in the wall. The last ran for it.

Two more tried to flank him with similar blades. He kicked one square in the pelvis, heard bone snap. Shot the other at point-blank range, barrel to chest, and watched a spray of orange blood paint the bulkhead.

But it didn’t matter how many he tore apart, they didn't give up. Through sheer numbers they got a few hits as he went. Guns, clubs, bare hands. He even caught a stunbeam that struck the umbrian suit and fizzled out. A laser beam boiled against his helmet, and he felt nothing. Not even heat. The energy absorbed and redirected harmlessly across the suit’s strange composite weave.

Not bad…

After killing his way through any pirate in his way he reached the bridge door. Was it his imagination or was the deck of the ship starting to vibrate under his boots?

He tried the door. It was sealed, of course.

He knocked. “Hey guys, save me some trouble and just open up, would ya?” Nothing.

Ah well... worth a try...

He punched the control panel in a shower of sparks. Nothing. Slammed his shoulder into the door. Once, twice... on the third try, it gave.

He was facing a half-dozen pirates. Some of them armed only with kitchen knives. All terrified. Three of the remaining pirates were scrambling at the controls, yelling over each other. One of them was trying to override the tractor lock. Another was rerouting all power to the main engines.

Grant saw the hologram projection of the throttle pinned to max. Shit… it was redlining. The ship began to shake even more violently.

The ship’s AI hologram looked a bit like an angry red coffee can with a face. “Oi! Just a heads-up, you absolute tossers – hull stress is at sixty bloody percent,” it warned the bridge. “You keep wrenchin’ the throttle like that and I’m gonna start popping rivets like a junkie at a bubble-wrap convention. Ease. The hell. Up."

But they didn’t ease the hell up. They turned on Grant and opened fire with the guns they had. Stunbeams and rounds bouncing off him. He just stood there.

His comms crackled.

“Grant? I'm in engineering,” Alice said. “You on the bridge?”

“Yup,” he said, ignoring the pirates.

“What the hell is going on up there? Some genius is feeding everything into the realspace reactor and it's gonna pop.”

“Oi! You ignoble muppets have pushed it to NINETY percent!” The ship’s AI yelled. “You hear that sound? That’s bulkhead forty-two screaming for its mum! One more tick of this lunacy and I’ll be farting atmosphere out of ten different orifices – AND NONE OF ‘EM ARE DESIGNED FOR THAT!”

“Yeah… can confirm,” Grant told Alice.

“Well? Can’t you stop it?” she snapped.

He eyed the angry wall of apemen. “Yeah... I'm not sure I'd know how to shut it off even if I killed my way through all these guys. Let me ask around.” He turned to the pirates. “Hey! Anyone feel like surrendering before I finish painting this room with your insides?”

The pirates started screaming. One of them stabbed the air with a knife and shouted, “No surrender! Glory through fire! Blood for the Drift Queen!” Another slammed his fist on a console and started chanting, “Fight to die! Fight to die! Fight to die!” A third climbed onto a chair and shrieked, “The void will judge the coward! Only flame cleanses failure!”

They looked crazed, cornered, and ready to go out swinging. He couldn't help but feel a little responsible.

Grant sighed and hit his comm. “Alice? Yeah, surrender’s off the table. They’re in full cult-murder-hobo mode.”

“Dammit. We've got about sixty seconds before the engines blow. Should we ask Merin to turn off the tractor beam?”

“And let these assholes get away? Not a chance.” Grant looked at the controls. Saw the temperature readouts spiking. Grant felt a little sorry for the ship. “Leave ‘em,” he said, backing up. “Meet me in the airlock. We’re abandoning ship.”

“What are you two doing?” Chex practically sobbed, listening in to the channel. “Stop annihilating everything!”

Grant turned, boots thudding against the deck, and ran. “Hey, it’s not me! Blame these apeholes.”

Behind him, the bridge lit up red as warning sirens began to wail. He could hear the AI’s final warning as he headed back for midships.

“CONGRATU-FUCKIN-LATIONS, YOU SACK OF WRENCH-HANDING IDIOTS! HULL INTEGRITY CRITICAL! We’re about five seconds from becoming a cautionary tale they tell drunk cadets at flight school! You wanna get tractor-beamed? Fine! You wanna get turned into a cloud of spicy meat paste? BRILLIANT! I’ll write the eulogy myself, yeah?! 'Here lies Crew Dumbass, died doing what they loved – ignoring their AI and being wankers!'"

Grant felt it in his knees first. Subtle vibrations growing sharper with every step. Bulkheads groaned. Pipes wailed. Somewhere far aft, metal screamed like a dying animal.

Time to GTFO...

He sprinted.

His strength wasn't the only thing that was jacked since he’d left Earth. The low gravity made his speed and endurance crazy. The umbrian suit moved with him, fluid and frictionless. He hauled ass to midships way faster than it had taken to get to the bridge. The hallway twisted, dim and flickering, shadows jerking like strobe-lit ghosts, but he followed the trail of bodies he’d left like breadcrumbs.

“Chex,” he said over the comms. “Don’t wait for us. Head back now.”

“I already am!” the annoyed hamster yelped.

A figure came stumbling around a corner ahead of Grant.

It was a hairy orange pirate. The big one with the braided beard. Wild eyes. Overalls half-burned. A pair of laser pistols coming Grant's way.

“Blood for the Drift Queen!” he screamed.

Grant didn't stop running. Altered course slightly and body-checked the guy into the bulkhead. One move. Quick, surgical. The pirate’s spine gave way with a muffled crack. Bearded honcho going limp like a string-cut puppet.

At the same moment a deep, shuddering KRUNNCH of failing metal rang loudly through the ship. The deck under his feet bucked. He hit the wall with one shoulder, bounced off, caught himself.

I didn’t hit him that hard… did I?

“The ship is breaking up! Get out of there!” Chex yelled on comms.

Gravity died.

Grant was floating. Lost his footing and flipped end over end, weightless, into the nearest wall to bounce off. Debris tumbled with him. A wrench. A broken helmet. The ape commander with the snapped spine paralyzed from the neck down moaning ‘Heeelp meeeee…’ Orange blood droplets drifted and caught the emergency strobes.

The ship was falling apart, and the gravity plating had failed.

Grant kicked the dying man-ape, using reactionary force to propel himself the other way.

“Owwww,” the bearded alien cried as it tumbled away. “Blood… for the… Drift…”

Grant dove up the corridor with the awkward zero-gravity float. Like a swimmer in a pool. All the practice he’d had in the ghost ship came back to him. Grabbing the wall to propel himself, he picked up speed. Was better able to calculate direction and momentum. He caught a ladder rung. Pulled. Momentum. Another push off a wall panel. Until he was moving alarmingly fast.

He reached the pirate ship’s main airlock.

Shit… how do I stop?

The corridor was still full of pirate bodies, only now they were drifting in a floating pile. He aimed for that and came to a crunching halt. On impact the umbrian suit went rigid. Hard as a suit of steel armor. Like a medieval knight. He climbed out of the gory dogpile – apepile? – and reached the airlock hatch.

Alice wasn’t there.

“Alice?” he barked into comms.

“Still en route,” came her voice, breathless. Then a moment later she gave a pained yelp.

In the distance, through the ship corridors, he heard gunfire.

“What was that?”

“Had some cling-ons,” she grunted.

“Need help?”

A pause. Grant’s blood went cold.

“One of them got lucky. Clipped me in the side. Armor missed it. Not bad. I’m fine.”

She didn't sound fine. Grant launched himself out of the airlock. Back down the hall, heading aft this time. He found her floating a corridor away. One hand on her shotgun. The other pressing against her ribs. Drifting slowly up the corridor.

The blood bubbles floating around her were red, not orange.

Grant came to a neat stop braking against the bulkhead in front of her. “Hey, Astrogirl… need a lift?”

“You came to get me,” she said, smiling weakly behind the helmet visor.

He checked the wound. Sloppy cauterization from a low-power laser. Too close to the edge of her torso seal. The suit was venting. He grabbed a roll of ducktape off his toolbelt.

“We need… to get… moving…” she said between panting breaths.

“One second,” he said calmly. “You sprang a leak.”

“Grant…”

“I said one second!” he tore a couple strips off the roll. “Deep breath,” he said and slapped the patches on the hole slashed through the suit.

She screamed.

The ship gave another massive WHAM. The lights died. The walls moaned.

Then came the silence.

“Oh fuck…”

The ship screamed. A noise so load it blotted out thought. Crashing in his ears. Like God ripping the fabric of the universe. The deck pitched, yawned. The rear half of the freighter held by the tractor beam twisted violently. Buckling walls and deck plates. Screaming of torn metal.

Then the entire ship lurched as the hull tore itself in half.

The forward section snapped off practically under their feet and launched into space. Fire bloomed around them. Chunks of hull, bodies, entire ship compartments folded outward into the void. The corridor fractured like a crushed beer can. Slam. Alice was flung away from him, hit the wall and rebounded back. Screaming in pain. He made a desperate grab and snagged the armor harness she wore. Locked his elbow through it to hang on.

The ceiling of the compartment peeled away.

They were in space.

Like dice tossed from a cup they tumbled into the black. Grant hung on to Alice even as his arm threatened to get dislocated. Pulled her in. Tight to his chest. Turned his back to the exploding ship so he could shield her from debris. Something heavy and painful slammed into his ribs. Took a few more painful less painful thumps. But nothing got through the diamond-hard fabric of his umbrian suit.

But each impact sent them spinning.

Their prison ship flashed in and out of his vision as they tumbled. At least they were heading right for it. The tractor beam was still glowing, distorted by the fragments of disintegrating ship now caught in the energy field.

It looked far. Too far.

Alice gasped. Her suit hissed again.

“Losing oxygen, fast…” she gasped.

“What’s it like being so perfect? Stop being such a show-off,” he said calmly, but inside his mind was racing.

She chuckled through clenched teeth. “Patch. Back panel.”

He reached around. Grabbed the emergency repair foam tube. Snapped the cap. Foam sprayed like expanding putty, sealing the hole. Her suit hissed once more, then sealed.

A jagged panel of hull plating spun past inches from Grant’s head. He ducked. Twisted. Kicked hard off a chunk of floating spaceship, aiming for the drifting glow of their ship’s airlock beacon. It felt miles away.

“Almost there,” he told her in a relaxed tone.

“No rush,” she said. “But I’m on… emergency reserve.”

Fuck! Fuckfuckfuck…

“Nag nag nag,” he said with a sigh. “Well, if you’re gonna whine about it…”

He took the roll of ducktape and wound it around both of their waists, taping her against him. Then twisted the shotgun slung on his back. Carefully racked the slide. He craned his neck, adjusted the aim, pointed it the opposite direction of the airlock, and fired.

The blast flung them both like a small rocket and suddenly they were flying towards the ship. 

“We sure taught them,” Alice mumbled.

Grant spared a glance for the crumbling pirate freighter. Torn in half. Venting air and fire and bodies. “Well… the idiots from Planet of the Butts down there won't be luring anyone else in to get spacejacked anytime soon.”

“No,” Alice wheezed, voice barely audible. “I mean our idiots.” 

She was looking at their ship, and their friends.

***

Chex had Alice laid out on the medbay table like a science fair frog. Four gloved hands moving in a blur, he was cutting, clamping, and hissing at his own instruments. “Hold still, this is going to hurt, and before you ask – no, I don’t have pain meds that work as well on you.”

Grant leaned over Alice, holding her hand. “Bet you wish you were wearing a thousand-year-old alien spacesuit now, huh? Walked out without a scratch.”

Alice shot him a glare. “Bet you wish you’d shut up before I decided we're never having sex again. Asshole.”

He chuckled. She was probably joking. Probably...

Chex didn't look up from his work. “Stop flirting in my medbay.”

By the time Chex was done sealing her side with some bubbling purple goop that smelled like burnt marshmallows, the rest of the crew had wandered in… Jane and Merin among them.

“What happened?” Jane asked, eyes flicking between Alice’s wound and Grant’s concerned face.

Grant grinned. “Whole thing was a trap. Just a bunch of space pirates with more guns than brains. And... oh yeah... I fucking told you so!”

They still looked puzzled.

Merin frowned. “So… what happened to the priestesses?”

Grant’s smile twitched. “There were no priestesses! They faked a distress call, spoofed their ship transponder, and suckered us in. Classic grift. You people seriously can’t smell the scam?”

Jane tilted her head. “So the pirates took the treasure—”

“Fucksakes! THERE WAS NO TREASURE!”

That shut them up.

Grant scrubbed a hand over his face. “But this whole thing gave me an idea. Jane, can we change our transponder? Like they did.”

Jane blinked. “You want to pretend we’re a transport full of virgin priestesses?”

Grant’s jaw clenched. “No. I want us to pose as a merchant trader so we’re not flying a stolen Sleestak cop ship into port with ‘PLEASE ARREST US’ written in corporate tracking code.”

Jane’s eyes lit up like she’d just been given a fun illegal puzzle. “Oh. That poses no significant problems. I can do that.”

***

Grant’s stomach was growling loud enough to echo in the empty corridor, the kind of hollow, late-night quiet that made every footstep sound like it didn’t belong. The prison module commissary was deserted, its air still and cold like the ship was holding its breath. The vending module’s holographic display blinked awake in the dark, spilling soft light across the metal floor as it greeted him in that cheery, vaguely threatening corporate tone.

FUNTOPIA SnackHaxx™ – We Know What You Crave Before You Do!

A spinning carousel of questionable delights rotated before him:

>AstroKrunch Protein Slabs™ – “Now with 12% fewer unidentified fibrous inclusions!”

>ChowderPops™ – “Frozen seafood chowder on a stick! Why not?”

>Plasmaberry Suckers™ – “Warning: may cause mild tongue bioluminescence.”

>CrunchLarva Clusters™ – “If it’s wriggling, it’s still fresh!”

He settled on an AstroKrunch and a pouch of CrunchLarva ('green' flavor), figuring at least one of them might be edible.

Grant walked the dim corridors of the prison module, one fist tapping on the wall as he went. Night-cycle lighting painted everything in muted blues. He hadn’t slept. Couldn’t. The void-drive was held together with chewing gum, half the ship systems were burnt out, and the realspace power plant was redlining at barely 15% output according to Jane. Once they reached Rising Horizons, if they reached Rising Horizons, that’d be it. Game over. They didn’t have the credits to fix a broken zero-gravity toilet, let alone a void-core rebuild. Uvala was run by a mining company, and he wasn’t expecting much charity. He knew exactly how mineral extraction corporations back on Earth treated workers. Been to enough mining towns to know he didn’t want to be a miner for the rest of his life if they got stranded here.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a holoscreen blaring from the lounge. The familiar jingle of Galaxy’s Funniest Malfunctions! floated down the corridor.

“...and here we see the cargo droid attempt to stabilize the amphibian egg spawn containers—” [METALLIC SHRIEK, WET SPLAT, HIGH-PITCHED SCREAMING] “—and there go the eggs! Right down the ventilation system and directly into the cryo-nursery intake! And that, folks, is why you always triple-lock your spawn tanks!” The laugh track detonated like a gunfight in a munitions depot.

Grant followed the sound and stepped into the lounge. Found Boomi alone in the dark, her pale form glowing in the light of the screen sprawled on the couch, a fortress of empty wrappers around her. She was eating a bowl of freeze-dried larva cereal with flora-milk, the bowl balanced comfortably on the curve of her now-protruding belly.

She lit up when she saw him, antennae standing upright. “Snack run! My hero.”

He climbed over the back of the couch and slid onto the easy-clean vinyl surface beside her. She set down her bowl on the floor and curled up with her head in his lap before he could protest.

On-screen, a robot slipped on a spill of gelatinous spawn and went tumbling into a wall, showering the camera in goo. Boomi laughed so hard she nearly snorted flora-milk out her nose. He found himself grinning. The simple joy she had from slapstick robot humor was contagious.

“You're up late.” he said. Didn't object when she took the half-eaten AstroKrunch bar for her own.

“Can’t sleep,” she said between bites. “Constantly hungry. Eating for ten, y’know.”

That knotted something in his gut. She must've felt it in his body's tension. Rolled on her back to look up at him.

Her voice was softer now, more curious than demanding. “I wish I was Merin, or Bree… so I could tell what’s going on in there…” She poked his forehead.

“Just... thinking.”

“Hmmm,” she gently poked his forehead repeatedly. “Jane says hyumins from Dirt evolved brains that burn calories at five times the normal rate. Of course, she says that as a compliment; her brain was built at like, ten times as fast.” She massaged his chin.

“So?”

“So… you think way too much.”

“Nobody ever told me that before,” he chuckled.

“So stop making me guess. Hmm? What’s that brain thinking about?”

He stroked her forehead between the antennae and then shrugged. Something about the quiet bubble of light in the empty ship, with just the two of them, made him feel like he could say it. “When you said that just now… about kids… it scared me a bit.”

“But nothing scares you.”

“I wish that were true. I’m just... I didn’t exactly have a Hallmark upbringing. My old man thought ‘childcare’ was leaving me in the bed of his pickup with a jar of pickles while he played cards at the bar. Once, he forgot I was back there and drove halfway to Nevada.”

Boomi licked her lips. “I could totally eat some pickles, actually.” Then she focussed her attention back on him, antennae wiggling in concern. “So your spawning donor didn’t take care of you... so what? Half the species out there are like that.”

“Yeah, well... I don’t want to be that guy. I don’t know the first thing about being a good dad.”

She tossed the now empty wrapper aside, sat up to face him, eyes warm and steady. “I do. You look after us. Even when you don’t have to. Maybe we met in prison, and maybe I didn’t plan on this,” she patted her belly. “But I couldn’t imagine a better daddy for my little hoplings.”

Her voice softened. “My childhood wasn’t exactly great either... My cousin... let’s just say... I don’t think they’d even notice if I never came back.”

He saw that little shadow flicker in her eyes, the one that said there was a story there she probably didn’t want to share but he couldn’t help wanting to hear it.

Well... we all did something stupid to end up behind bars in the first place...

Before he could poke into it more, she leaned into him with that infectious grin that had a way of cutting through his defenses. “So, we make our own family. You... me... and all the girls. No take-backs.”

“One big happy family, huh?” he said ironically.

“Exactly!” she smiled. Kissed him. “Wanna fuck? That'll help you sleep for sure.”

She'd already slipped her shirt off, exposing the bouncy tits and had his pants open before he opened his mouth. Had his cock between her lips with a moaning hungry sound.

Ah... well... if you insist...

***


Chapter 7    : Give the Man a Hand

Grant knew it was gonna be one of those nights when he turned his back on a hopped-up little toejam for two seconds and the fucker stabbed him in the wrist.

The miner was obviously jacked on sugar crystals, or he wouldn't have tried it. A squat, brown-skinned hyumin with a shaved head from some heavier-than-average gravity world called Toovwani… or something. Hard workers... the company had recruited a couple hundred of them for the mines. Grant couldn't pronounce the name of their planet correctly and had just started calling them ‘toejams’.

This particular toejam was getting turned away at the door when Grant got distracted and took a cheap shot; guy he worked with on the windmill farm had once given him advice with a heavy certainty that said it came from personal experience: 'you can turn your back on a drug-addict, but never turn your back on a drug'.

He’d barely started his shift and already he had some four-foot twitchy-eyed alien half his size swinging a cheap flick-knife they sold for 10 S-bucks at the Snatch’n'Sniff. It jabbed straight into his forearm, scraping bone.

“Really?” Grant growled, staring down at the little bastard.

The alien’s twitchy eyes went wide. “You’re supposed to fall down now.”

Grant sighed. “Yeah? Let’s fix that.”

He drove a sleestak stun baton into the guy’s midsection. Electricity arced, and the miner convulsed, making a noise like a boiling kettle before collapsing in a smoking heap.

“Congratulations,” Grant muttered, standing over the twitching form and searching his silver coverall pockets.

He snagged the miner’s credit sticks. Threw the flick-knife in the bin of confiscated weapons. By then the miner was beginning to come round. Crumpled over the doorstep, still unable to move, laying like a dropped ragdoll.

“That’s… my… pay!”

Huh… tougher than they look…

Grant pointed at the hand-lettered sign above the door: ‘All injuries sustained while resisting security will be billed directly to offender’s account. No refunds.’

“Policy,” Grant said. 

His policy. He'd made the sign himself.

A few minutes later, he was in the restroom, sticking his arm under the glow of the Medi-Patch vending unit. Someone had scratched “REMEMBER YOMA” on the unit. The hologram controls came to life – a purple-skinned alien girl spilling out of her lime green nurse’s outfit. It scanned the wound, suggesting treatments.

“Medipatch!” the comically top-heavy nurse winked. ”For When You’re Too Dumb to Duck!” A cheerful hologram ditty chimed. “Medi-Patch: saving costs one corporate asset at a time! Please consult your insurance provider before surviving.”

He jammed the newest-looking credit stick into the slot and watched as synthetic skin patches and auto-injector pain killers clattered into the tray.

“Looks like you've got a boo-boo, Space Cowboy. Try these!”

He was peeling the synth skin and slapping it over the wound on his way back to the front door, making his way past the drinkers and nodding at the bartender to show he was fine. An hour later he was rubbing the itchy spot on his arm where the synth-skin was peeling when trouble started again.

A gaggle of hot alien chicks strutted up to the door in tight stationwear that didn’t leave much to the imagination. He called their kind Vacuum Sluts. Microgravity-friendly micro-minis, thigh-high mag-boots, and airlock-rated lingerie. They reeked of some pheromone-dosed body mist. The stink of ‘bad ideas’. One of them – a curvy veridian with green skin and a platinum ponytail – tried to glide past with a smile that probably worked on everyone else.

Grant noticed her handbag twitch.

“Stop. Bag check.”

She pouted. “It’s just my emotional support animal.”

He squinted. Inside the bag, beady eyes glared back. A weasel-like creature with too many teeth hissed at him. 

Fucksakes...

“That... “ Grant said flatly. “Is not coming in here. Also, I can't let you in armed.”

“It helps with my anxiety!” she protested.

“Uh-huh. You know what’s really bad for anxiety? Doing time in Brassline lockup. Those things count as class-2 weapon violations and probably a biohazard.” It was a new trend to have poisonous lifeforms for self-defence. But the things got loose and bred in the maintenance tunnels. He’d heard some stories from Boomi.

The veridian’s pout deepened. Grant didn't much like enforcing Synovatek Security Guidelines and wasn’t about to turn her in. Neither was he going to let her sweet-talk her way into the club.

“Tell you what. I’ll forget I saw it if you leave now. But only because you’re too pretty for court appearances. Beat it.”

The girls squealed and dragged her off, shooting Grant a mix of glares and giggles.

Grant exhaled. “One hour into my shift,” he muttered. “Gonna be a long damn night.”

He leaned back in the cracked plastic chair by the door, arms crossed, watching the Slam’s neon vomit lightshow blink across the sticky street as the holographic ad panels provided the only light. The nightshift was lit up like a Vegas slot machine. Pink and blue hologram signs three stories high to the ceiling of the deck. The whole street throbbed with the hum of lust and credit debt.

“Genuine Love… 30 Credits/Minute”

“CreditDrip™ Loans… Because tomorrow’s bankruptcy feels better tonight!”

“Canoodles! Mostly-meat!”

“Euphorium Cloud Bar – Inhale happiness!”

“SinTax Karaoke: sing badly, pay extra!”

“Girls! Boys! Girls! – Satisfaction guaranteed or your shame back!”

“Puzzle Games, up to level 300 – Where your credits go to die happy!”

Stale grease and alien pheromones clung to the air… which would change later in the night to the stink of fresh vomit and old jizz. Every corner had an AI advertisement singing discounts, every alley had something for sale… drugs in soda cans, 3D printed liver instillation for the aliens who’d killed theirs on the weak-ass booze, knockoff rayguns with focus lenses superglued in place so aiming them was more luck than skill. Girls in synth-silk skirts leaned over balconies, catcalling spacers and flashing the wide variety of non-hyumin genitals you could sample… if you were the curious type. Music throbbed from five directions at once, competing with the shouts of hustlers, gamblers, and drunk asteroid miners just getting started.

None of it as loud at the public broadcast hologram up the main corridor.

“Hello again, treasured life-form! I'm Henz Zoric, your regional vice president of Synovatek VoidVentures, reminding you that cleanliness is not optional… it's mandatory! Whether scrubbing the grit from your crevices or purging sin from your neuroaura, staying hygienic keeps the station compliant and your soul investor-ready! Remember: contaminants of the flesh invite audits of the spirit. That’s why we offer complimentary Synovatek Decon Baptismals™ at approved docking sectors. So wash up, scrub deep, and always remember: a clean worker is a profitable worker!”

Good luck preaching that in the Slam.

The Slam oozed sleaze like the leaking coolant line of his Ford. Everything sweated with a polluted condensation as the overworked heat exchangers failed to keep up and it felt like a summer heatwave. Half the crowd wore half their clothes, the other half looked like they’d sold theirs for another round. An amphibious girl with green and orange hands in a translucent jumpsuit stumbled past, leaving slime glitter on Grant’s sleeve.

Bay 54 wasn’t exactly a classy gig. Like almost every place in the Slam, it was designated a 'Vice Versa' zone by station ordnance – basically anyplace you wanted to go to have fun needed a licence under Concession 404b: Recreational Misconduct Zone. Bay 54 catered mostly to pilots. The name was some in-joke spacer reference Grant hadn’t bothered to look up. Spacers were a breed apart, and had all sorts of customs and shit they thought were bad luck. But they were nowhere as heroic or iconic as he'd imagined they’d be when he took the job.

On Earth, pilots were usually high-paid experts in chick-magnet fancy uniforms. In Slagport it meant independent teamsters in grimy jumpsuits driving cargo pods between rock piles and complaining about fuel surcharges.

“Hot as balls out here,” he muttered, feeling sweat trickle down his neck.

“Drink, sailor?” The voice purred like soft silk rubbed over steel. He didn’t even have to look to know it was Jane.

The crazy-hot blue-skinned amazon clone leaned over in an outfit that barely managed to contain her generous boobs and vanished like a thong between those luscious blue ass cheeks. For a scientific genius with no people skills, she'd adapted a little too well to sexy bar-bunny in a hostess club.

“You can drop the act with me you know,” he said.

Jane sighed and slipped into a more clinical tone. “I’m aware. However, my waitress persona is like a cognitive heuristic; if I switch out of it too often, I lose flow state and risk breaking character. It’s simply easier to remain in role for the duration of my shift.”

Damn... the slutty smart-girl thing was turning him on... like a sexy librarian. Her azurian skin shimmered that impossible blue, in barely enough outfit to qualify as clothing. Her uniform was a scandalous collection of glittery straps and mesh, with a tiny holographic Bay 54 logo bouncing on her cleavage every time she leaned forward.

She smirked faintly, then as if to demonstrate, she giggled and let her voice go high and airy, slipping right back into her brainless hottie waitress mode.

She placed a glass in front of him and grinned, twirling her hair and adding in her dumb blonde act. “Omigosh Garnt, you’re like the only guy in this dump man enough to slam six of these and still walk straight, teehee!”

He tried not to get too turned on.

Too late...

“Fat chance of getting drunk on this dog piss,” he said, lifting the glass and swirling the fluorescent purple liquid. Galactic standard booze topped out at .5%. Apparently, very few other species had evolved the tolerances for alcohol earth humans had. “Might as well be grape juice. The only thing getting a buzz tonight is that broken speaker. Although how anyone can tell while they're playing that neurobass crap is a mystery.”

At least it's not that tribal folk-freak the truckers all listen to...

Jane smirked. “I suppose that means you’re sober enough to admit you ignored protocol on the ferret girl.”

Grant shrugged. “Didn’t wanna see the kid locked up. Figured you, of all people, would get that.”

Her smile faltered. Yeah, she got it. Jane had done her time. More than she’d like to remember.

Their moment was cut off by the sudden presence of the floor boss. The nearly seven-foot green-skinned hyumin beanpole with a green vest of some kind of glittering scales had a big attitude for a scrawny fuck. And he didn't have a sense of humor about Grant's nickname for him.

“Is this where you are?” he spluttered at Jane.

“Relax, Gumbi. She's serving my drink.” By contract he got free booze.

“Enough social hour. High-rollers need their hostess. Paying customers. MOVE.”

Jane shot Grant an eyeroll and sashayed off, deliberately swaying her hips like a girl who knew she was being watched. Grant sipped his drink. No burn, no kick. Just bitter purple water and a sinking suspicion tonight was going to suck.

The next few hours passed in the low hum of stale air, clinking glasses, and bad neurobass. Grant kept an eye on things from his corner, stepping in only once when a bartender flagged him for help cutting off a patron.

A lightweight alien guy in a stained sanitation worker jacket with a brimmed cap. Long dredloks that moved on their own and might have been symbiotic moss sticking out from under it. He was slumped over the bar, babbling into the plastic. Grant grabbed him under the armpits and hauled him upright. “Alright, buddy, you’ve had enough.”

The alien protested with a hiccup, waving long fingers tipped with suction cups. Grant half-dragged, half-walked him to the door before the guy gathered his dignity and stumbled off under his own power. Outside, in the 'station services only' parking lane, a flatbed cart beeped and opened. ‘Sanitation: Organic Collateral Reclamation’ flashing hologram on the side.

Grant raised an eyebrow as the drunk clambered in, threw it into gear, then drove off with the pile of alien bodies in the back, on their way to organic reclamation vats. Nothing got wasted in Slagport’s environmental systems.

Except that guy on .5% beer.

“Recycling day,” Grant muttered. He scratched his jaw. “Classy.”

A few uneventful hours later, the ping came in from the beanpole.

>[Rec Lounge ALERT] Incoming Priority Message – Level 2 Customer Interaction: “HEY NUTSHOT! This is your FLOORBOSS speaking! Heads up, we’ve got ROWDY DRUNKS on the loose! You’ve just been VOLUNTOLD to handle it. Respond NOW or I’ll file a FROWNY-FACE in your performance metrics!”

Grant sighed, setting down his glass. Trouble had been overdue.

He spotted them instantly. Three spacers in matching flight suits clustered around Jane, their laughter loud and sloppy. One of them grabbed her ass and Jane responded exactly how he’d taught her... a thumb to the eye, fast and hard.

“ARRGH! You bitch!” the spacer screamed, clutching his face.

After a moment the other two lunged, grabbing Jane’s arms. One yanked her backward while the other raised a hand.

That was all it took.

Grant didn't consciously remember moving from the front door. Was only vaguely aware of a path cut through the crowd; chairs flipped, drinks spilled, a pair of insectoid gamblers who didn't move fast enough knocked to the floor. Like a freight train had just plowed through the room.

He didn’t bother pulling the Sleestak stunwand off his belt. This wasn’t a stunwand situation.

Grant’s fist cracked across the first spacer’s jaw, dropping him instantly. The second caught a knee to the ribs, his breath whistling out in a pained shriek. The third staggered back, eyes wide, but Grant grabbed him by the hair tendrils.

You’re gonna regret growing these, pal…

Grant slammed the guy’s face into a table. Once, twice, three times. The crowd gasped as Grant dragged him toward the door, smashing his head into every flat surface along the way: wall panels, a holo-jukebox, the corner of the bar.

The spacer whimpered, blood trailing from his broken face.

At the front entrance he banged the guy’s head against the door for good measure before 'remembering' to unlock it.

PSSSHHHT.

The door slid open, and Grant tossed the spacer’s limp form into the busy main corridor, making the crowd jump back or go around him. A minute later he tossed both his buddies on top of the already groaning spacer on the deck.

“Thanks for visiting Bay 54. Please don’t come again,” he spat on them.

Inside the bar the place was only now registering what had just happened. The insects picking themselves up off the floor, the Gumbi giving him the stink-eye.

And Jane.

Giving him a grateful smile. But under it was something else. The same worried look Mia used to give him back on Earth. Like maybe his anger issues were scaring her.

How the fuck had they ended up here?

***

Grant leaned against the bar, boots propped on a stool, tossing chunks of dried krill at the bar’s mascot: a furry little gremlin-thing with too many legs and the vacant stare of a creature evolved on a world where the tides had washed food into its mouth without the need to move. It caught the snack midair with its spiny tongue and chittered happily.

For a moment he stared at his boots. Considered the battered scuffs and scrapes of the leather work boots. One of the few luxuries he'd ever allowed himself, a good pair of Nicks logging boots. Nothing that special on Earth.

But out here they were irreplaceable.

“Keep it up, and you’re gonna make him fat,” said Kella, the bartender. She was leaning on her elbows in a low-cut top, balancing a tray of neon-colored drinks like she’d been born in zero-G. Which she probably had – she had the tall skinny body of a hyumin who couldn't stand up under real gravity.

Grant smirked. “Eh, he burns it off by running in circles. I wish I had his metabolism.” Reminded him of Boomi.

Above them, the hologram screen blared the latest corporate news blerp, a chirpy AI voice over shaky cam footage of a dented Synovatek oxygen tank. “BREAKING: another oxygen theft rocks the Uvala system. Radical elements continue their reign of inconvenience. Synovatek assures customers: ‘Breathable air remains competitively priced for all lifeforms with credits.’”

Grant snorted. “Competitively priced my ass. They’re charging station rats to breathe. Half the folks here live paystub to paystub can barely afford the O2 tax, and then they act surprised when people start stealing tanks.”

Kella gave him a sideways look, twirling a lock of neon yellow hair. “Careful, spacer. Sounds like union talk.”

Before Grant could answer, Gumbi oozed into view. A six-six veridian who weighed maybe 120 pounds with a thin mouth and the permanent stink of antiseptic wipes.

Great...

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those radical Union sympathizers.” he snapped, pointing a long, green finger at Grant. “If those crazies don’t stop with their oxygen heists, this whole station’s gonna see a war. And war is bad for business.”

Grant’s good mood withered like lettuce in hot truck. He stood, rolling his shoulders. “Here’s a wild thought: if Synovatek wasn’t squeezing everyone like juice bags, maybe you wouldn’t have people ready to riot.”

The manager flared his throat sac. “Excuses. You outsiders don’t understand commerce. Profit drives peace.”

“Yeah, tell that to the guy choking on a credit bill for his next breath.”

Grant turned to leave, but the manager wasn’t done. “And another thing. Stop breaking the paying customers. That incident earlier? Three spacers too injured to walk. You’re not scaring the locals anymore, zombie… you’re scaring off revenue.”

Grant’s jaw tightened. He grinned without humor. “Next time I’ll put ‘em down gently. Like a sack of wet laundry.”

“You’ll do better, or you’re out of here.”

“Eat a bag of dicks,” Grant told him. Not like their boss would ever shit-can Grant’s ass. Not after Grant singlehandedly disassembled the entire security staff in less than two minutes the first time he’d visited the place.

Montok hired him on the spot.

He strode for the door before Gumbi said something that’d get him beaten; Grant couldn’t afford to pay the guy’s medical bills. Behind him, the invertebrate mascot belched and licked its chops, and the vidwall rolled into an ad: “Synovatek Bio-Breeze: because clean air isn’t free.”

His luck, the manager’s dainty feet slapped against the floor behind him.

“You think I’m done with you, zombie?” Gumbi squeaked, puffing out his chest like he thought it made him look intimidating.

Grant leaned against the cold metal doorframe at the front of Bay 54, arms folded, staring out at the tunnel-like dark of the main corridor lit only by store fronts. Watching the crowd.

“You still here?” Grant asked.

“You can’t keep overreacting every time some asshole gets handsy with Jane. She’s replaceable. Paying customers aren’t.”

Grant didn’t even look back. “Black Pineapple’s still trying to headhunt me, you know. They’re offering double pay, free drinks, and a medical plan that doesn’t involve licking my own wounds. Only reason I’m here is because Jane works here.”

The manager opened his mouth, but before he could reply someone shouted at them from the street.

“HEY! Station roach!”

Out of the street crowd, a figure walked into the light of the flickering holo-sign that begged passersby to “Drink Harder!” with a drinking squeeze-bulb flashing like a dying heart monitor.

It was the staggering toejam he’d flattened earlier. The guy’s face was a patchwork of bruises and crusted blood, and his hand trembled as he pointed a clunky alien sidearm straight at Grant’s face.

He didn’t move.

“You think you’re tough? I’ll kill you, you slime-gargling warp turd!” the little man almost screamed.

The gun was three feet away. Grant didn’t blink. He just stared down the barrel. “Yeah? Someone’s about to die all right – but it ain’t gonna be me. You think that’s gonna do the job?”

“This is a gun!” the spacer shouted, like maybe Grant hadn't seen it.

“Uh-huh... Maybe I’ll need to crawl into the medpod till morning. But you? You’ll be dead... forever.”

The spacer’s grip faltered. His eyelids trembled harder.

“Go on,” Grant said. “Make your move.”

The guy’s nerve broke. He turned on his heel to run.

Grant moved like a whip. He grabbed the spacer’s arm, twisted it until bone snapped… once, twice, three times… and wrenched the gun from his hand.

The spacer shrieked and crumpled to the deck, cradling his ruined limb. “It hurts!” he shrieked. “Why does it hurt so much?”

“Because you're too drunk to pass out from shock,” Grant said casually.

Grant inspected the weapon. The thing was barely more dangerous than a BB gun. “Pathetic.” He tucked it into his belt.

The spacer was whimpering and started to crawl off into the dark. Maybe he'd make it to his friends and get medical attention. Grant didn't wish him good luck.

The manager, forgotten, was still standing beside him. Pale, throat sac deflated.

“What’s wrong with you?” he could barely talk. “He had a gun in your face!”

Grant turned. “Because those little bullets wouldn’t have killed me fast enough to stop me from breaking his neck first. And that’s what Montok pays me for.”

The manager’s mouth opened, closed, and he took an instinctive step back.

***

Half an hour later Grant’s shift was finally over, and he was replaced by a three-man team of vexills armed with buzznucks. Nice enough guys. Hairy goat-like faces with barbell-shaped pupils and big rabbit ears that were constantly twitching. Rumor was their species didn’t feel pain… Grant could vouch that they had a ‘don’t give a fuck’ attitude about everything except getting paid.

But for him the night was just getting started. 

The real money-maker working at Bay 54 was in the SpindleNine Combat League, which had wormed its claws into every backwater space station from the core worlds to the outer dust-buckets like Uvala. They'd been the promoters behind the Slamma Brawl back on Omicron-3. The reczone had been filling up for the past hour, swelling like a fat lady’s ankles as miners, spacers, and Slagport station grunts crowded in for the main event.

Grant tried to ignore the hologram ad blaring over the bar as he headed for the employee back room.

“TONIGHT! Witness the Slamma Brawl Champion in action – FLESHMECHANIC returns for another glorious bout of legally questionable ultra-violence! Sponsored by HyperScrub™ CO2 Filters: ‘Because breathing is a privilege we’re thrilled to rent back to you at 240% markup!’

On-screen, a choking Veridian in a space suit fumbled for a credit chit as the background AI voice cheerfully added: ‘Miss a payment? Don’t worry – HyperScrub™ SmartSuffocate™ will handle the rest!’

‘Tonight’s event also brought to you by Zorp Neo: the algae drink that’s ORANGE! Forget Zorp Classic – green is for cowards and people who still respect their intestines. Zorp Neo: Now with 37% more bowel-clenching euphoria!’

Grant snorted. Bet some corporate drone got a six-figure bonus and a handjob from the CEO’s mistress for changing the drink’s color.

Grant had fans scattered through the crowd, a few wearing holographic tee-shirts of his killsprint greatest hits... none of which merch he’d ever seen a dime for. Some of the rabid fans even wore celebrity holomasks – glowing green versions of his own face leering back at him from strangers.

“KILL ‘EM ALL, FLESHMECHANIC!” One rough-looking lizard alien with a cracked visor shouted, spotting Grant. Then to his buddy: “Man, I can’t believe they still find guys dumb enough to fight him.”

His buddy, a guy in shiny blue silk kimono and orange hair, sloshed a cup of glowing almost-booze. “Turnover’s high in the Vermix mine, pal. Synovatek always finds some new meathead dumb enough to step into the grinder.”

Grant didn’t care. He pushed into the employee break room and pressed his thumb to the locker hatch so it swung open. No fancy costumes anymore – people didn’t want to see them. Just a hazard-yellow prison-issue pair of coveralls. He stripped off his clothes and pulled on the jumpsuit with “Extremely Kinetic – Handle With Force” printed across the back.

He took a few minutes to stretch… after a two-month unbeaten string, the only injury he worried about anymore was a pulled hamstring. Finished, he popped a stale piece of Space Y issue gum in his mouth and grabbed his weapon of choice: a big crowbar, chipped yellow paint flaking off, the faint scent of hydraulic fluid still clinging to it.

He took a position by the bar and waited.

There was a half-hour of lead-up to the fight, taking bets via the kiosk at the bar. Every time someone bet in favor of Grant, the holo interface shrieked, “CONGRATS, YOU BEAUTIFUL VIOLENCE-LOVER! YOU GET IT! YOU’RE PART OF THE WINNING GENOME!” But every time someone bet against him it cackled, “WARNING: SEVERE BRAIN DAMAGE DETECTED. PLEASE INSERT HEAD INTO MEAT GRINDER FOR PREVENTATIVE MEASURES!”

Finally, the house lights dimmed. Holo-ads cut to static before a booming voice cut through the chaos.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and assorted oxygen-breathers! WELCOME to another night of SLAMMA BRAWL brought to you by Bay 54. Where else in the entire system can you get this kind of blunt force trauma entertainment!”

On the mic was Bay 54’s manager – the same beanpole prick who’d been giving Grant grief earlier – now done up in a sequin vest and talking like he was close personal friends.

“Bay 54 would like to thank sponsors for tonight’s mayhem: HyperScrub™ CO2 Filters – Now with SmartSuffocate™ technology for when you inevitably miss a payment - and Zorp Neo… ‘The algae drink that’s ORANGE because our marketing team told you so!’”

That got him a shower of Zorp Neo cans… at least one of them still full.

Dodging the missiles Gumbi triggered the arena on his wrist controller. The crowd howled as four force-field emitters slammed down from the ceiling like executioner’s axes and blared a skull-rattling siren to shove back the masses. A hologram of the arena perimeter lit the floor blood-red before the emitters crackled and roared to life, forming the four sides of the cage. One unwary miner didn’t move fast enough and got flash-fried in a blue arc that sent him somersaulting through the air, smoking and screaming like a ruptured pressure line.

The crowd roared with laughter and started chanting “MEAT CONFETTI! MEAT CONFETTI!”

On the mic Gumbi chuckled, “Heh, there’s always one every fight! Reminder from management: Bay 54 is not responsible for spontaneous liquefaction, skeletonization, or total existence failure that happens on premises!”

The lights went down and the hologram above the cage started projecting a huge rotating image of Grant’s head. That was his stage cue, and he moved through the crowd from the bar.

“Give it up for the man, the myth, the grinder of bones and breaker of faces – the one, the only FLESHMECHANIC!”

Holo-screens replayed clips of Grant’s past fights: him smashing a frankenstein with bolted on armor plates and a severed pain sensor with his crowbar, tossing a double-jointed spacer through a vending machine, and choking out a 500-pound batsquatch with his bare arms.

“WHO’S READY FOR MAXIMUM ULTRA-CARNAAAAAAGE?”

More roaring.

Gumbi patted grant on the back as he approached. Yelled to the crowd again. “Reminder, management offers one free drink to anyone standing in the splatter zone with killspurt on their clothes but company policy is a full DNA scan to make sure its from the ring.”

Murmur of disappointment.

“I know… I know… a few bad apples with fake blood ruined the fun for all of us. Now… Let's get ready for SHATTERED BONES and LIQUEFIED ORGANS!” the manager roared. “If you experience death by overexcitement that’s your problem!”

The crowd erupted. Grant swung the crowbar over his shoulder and waited for the emitter to make a hole. As if opened he stepped into the glow of the cage and he heard the walls hummed to full power as a precaution.

His hologram above the cage was replaced by a sour-looking flat-nosed purple alien and the crowd started jeering.

“Introducing his opponent… THE DISCIPLE OF A THOUSAND YEAR TRADITION! A master of Twin Blade Shadow Form and heir to the cybernetic combat legacy of Planet Shikara Prime… this man’s blades are so sharp they can shave the atoms off a hydrogen molecule! Give it up for KAZU KLYNE!”

The crowd howled.

The alien hyumin stepped out of the crowd and into the cage, twin monomolecular ceramic swords gleaming under the lights. His movements were smooth. Too smooth. Cybernetics in the arms and legs. Grant had seen similar tech before – bargain basement cybernetics than ran preprogrammed sequences – looked impressive, but about as close to real combat training as olympic fencing was to a knife-fight.

The purple guy’s eyes glowed faint green, retinas flickering with targeting data. 

Poser.

Fucking shines... every wannabe hardcase replaced his eyes with cybernetics…

Grant watched him and rolled the crowbar in his hands. It was stained with the blood of a dozen guys like this. “Great. Another shiny-ass space ninja.”

Kazu tried not to show it but he was angry. “You dishonor my clan with that tongue. My family forged blades before your species learned fire. Today, I prove they did not waste the steel.”

Grant grinned. “Oh yeah? Swords sounds scary… but my planet was nuking itself while your planet was still playing dress-up poking each other with sticks.”

There was a bit more posturing, a bit more crowd-teasing with half-naked hostess girls advertising bottle service. Jane strutted around the ring hawking autographs with Grant’s blood. But within twenty minutes they got down to the actual fighting.

Standing at opposite sides of the cage, the buzzer went off.

The fight started fast. Grant ducked the first swing… barely. A ceramic blade sliced the air where his neck had been.

Too fast. So fast Grant could barely see him move.

Sombitch overclocked his wetware...

Kazu’s cybernetics weren’t just evening the field, they were plowing it. Grant blocked the second strike with the crowbar, sparks showering the floor. He twisted, swinging hard, but Klyne was already gone, moving like a ghost. A couple more exchanges like that though, and Grant gave a grim smile as the purple swordman started to overheat.

First came the telltale hiss. Exhaust ports on his arms and legs started to glow cherry red and give off a disturbing green smoke as his cheap cyberlimbs began to cook off the organic parts.

Grant grinned. “Called it.”

Gumbi’s voice thundered over the PA. “Uh-oh, folks! Looks like contestant is one fire tonight! Literally! That’s what happens when you install aftermarket mods without reading the Thermal Liability Addendum! I love the smell of burning plastic, melted ambition, and third-party firmware in the morning!”

Grant went on the offensive. Brought the crowbar down in a wide arc then spun it in his hands like it weighed nothing. The first ceramic blade shattered with a sharp crack. Fragment’s bounced off the force field of the cage. Kazu staggered and failed to block as Grant’s knuckles smashed into his face.

KRUNTCH!

The hit nearly popped one of Kazu’s glowing eyes loose. Sizzling against his cheek.

Over the PA Gumbi bellowed, “Did you see that? The Fleshmechanic just turned a thousand years of martial arts tradition into a fine purple paste! Guess he didn’t read the part of the contract where self-harm due to poorly maintained cybernetic enhancement voids all warranty claims during arena combat!”

Maybe Grant was distracted by the words. Maybe he'd just had a long fucking day. Maybe he hadn't been faced with anyone who could seriously hurt him in months. Whatever the reason he didn't see what came next.

Billowing smoke, the ninja’s second sword came down, mono-molecular blade slicing through the crowbar...

…and Grant’s forearm.

For a second there was no pain. Grant’s hand hit the deck with a wet slap. Still holding the stub of the crowbar. He stared at it. The shock not registering.

Yup… that’s your hand…

Kazu, overconfident and heavily smoking, thought he'd won. Started posturing to the crowd, raising his remaining sword high and shouting, “I AM UNTOUCHABLE! NONE OF YOU PEASANTS COULD EVER MATCH THIS PERFECTION!”

The crowd, however, went silent, their faces astonished, and their eyes fixed not on the ninja, but Grant. He hadn’t gone down. Virtually every other species in the Known Worlds would bleed out and die within thirty seconds of trauma like that. It was no walk in the park for an earthling either, but as his body clamped shut on the blood vessels and the bleeding slowed, he was still 90% combat effective.

The moment his hand came loose, Grant’s world went cold, adrenaline flooding every nerve.

Motherfucker...

His first kick was to the guy's elbow, and he heard it shatter as the sword he'd been holding was flung out of his grip, hit the force field wall of the cage, and rebounded with doubling force to boomerang up into the rafters, sinking into the ceiling. Then Grant hauled him around by the face and bashed his head against the force-field, so it rebounded away too. Then he started pummeling him one-handed. Punches turned into hammer blows. Metal of his cybernetic implants cracked under his grip as he slammed the purple bastard into the cage wall again and again.

It wasn't enough.

He was seeing white. Losing himself to the cold rage. He was so out of his head that in the end he forgot he was missing a hand and tried to punch the purple ninja with it, jamming the stump into his eye, both of them yelling in pain at the impact.

That made him really angry.

The cheers from the crowd turned to moans. The moans to vomiting. As the fight crossed the line from entertainment to execution, the blood splatter over the front row viewers was going to pay for a lot of free drinks. It took the three vexill bouncers and Jane to pull Grant off before he killed the guy.

While Kazu got dragged out by the vexills, Jane slapped a belt cinched around the stump of his forearm as a makeshift tourniquet.

“You crazed zombie… is it bad?” Jane asked.

“Meh… It stings. Get me some iodine…”

“I’ll be right back,” she told him and went to speak to Gumbi.

Grant bent down calmly, picked up his severed hand, and held it up. “Someone get me a bucket of ice. I’ll have this stitched back on by lunch.”

The crowd erupted. Holo-screens replayed the blow of his bloody stump squelching into Kazu’s eye-socket in slow motion. Sponsors queued up their logos, and chants of “FLESH-MECHANIC! FLESH-MECHANIC!” shook the walls. Some of the crowd who had never seen him fight before stared in horror at the fact he was still walking around and hadn't died of blood loss or shock.

Jane quickly returned, looking worried. “Garnt, you’re severely injured… lay down!”

Grant shook his stump. “I still need to get paid.”

***

Grant sat at the bar just long enough to let his fans congratulate him. A few selfies – some of them only wanting to pose with the severed hand – some high-fives with sticky-fingered spacers, and as many free drinks as he could stomach.

The cheers hadn’t stopped, and a half-naked hostess girl with neon hair and hologram nipple pasties handed him another drink, leaning in close. “You’re insane, Fleshmechanic. Totally insane. You make me wanna switch to Zorp Neo.”

Jane appeared, sliding between them, her face as expressionless as ever, though her lips pressed tight for half a second. She ushered the other hostess away with a clipped, “You’re dismissed.” Then she crouched slightly and handed Grant a plastic bag of ice for his hand. Her tone stayed flat and clinical: “Fighting like that was idiotic.”

“Ahhh whatever, it gave the crowd a show.”

“Oh really? Why not next time you let your opponent cut off your head? I'm sure that would make quite a spectacle.”

Grant smiled into his drink. “Meh... leg maybe. You ever hear the joke about the one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest?”

“Is that some of your humor or a real necroplanet event? Telling the difference is increasingly difficult.”

But Grant noticed her eyes lingered on the wound longer than necessary and her fingers brushed his wrist a little too gently as she applied a patch of synthskin to the stump and wrapped it in a bar towel. Tiny tells she was worried, though she’d rather die than say it aloud.

Suddenly he felt a surge of attraction towards her. Maybe he was still jacked up from the fight. Maybe the kindness of her touch was touching something inside him.

Probably it was the barely-there hostess outfit.

“Tell you what,” he said, feeling suddenly alive. “How about you kiss it and make it better…”

“Are you propositioning me… with your hand detached?” she said incredulously.

“Is that a yes?”

The blue skinned girl swallowed. Jane didn’t show much emotion, but he’d learned when her pupils dilated a bit she was excited. He took her by the elbow and pulled her towards one of the vacant VIP rooms.

He took the hand, tucked under his arm, so nobody would steal it to sell as a souvenir.

Inside the private booth he tossed his hand on the table and flicked the holographic privacy screen to life. Turned to the girl. Breathing hard. An uncertain look on her face. Pressing against her, he pulled her top aside to pinch her nipples. She moaned as her alien physiology revved up. The hidden nipples slowly inverting like a time-lapse of a rosebud. Until her nips stood up proudly. She gasped. Her eyes rolled up in pleasure.

“I’ve only got one hand,” he mumbled as he lifted one of her little blue nipples into his mouth. “Help a guy out.”

She shuddered. Quickly hooked her fingers in the straps of the stretchy fabric and popped them free.

When he kissed her, she moaned and only broke away to stick her pink tongue out. He put his fingers in her mouth until they were wet and circled her nipples, so her eyes closed in pleasure. She liked to lick his mouth between kisses, and she wrapped her arms around him, fingers digging into his blood-splattered yellow prison uniform until she unzipped it, dragged it down, and pressed their bare bodies together.

“This is reminiscent,” she said with an approving glance.

Damn. Not every girl would have fond memories of meeting in prison.

She dropped to her knees in front of him, pulling down the uniform to expose his hard cock. “Would you like if I administered oral pleasures?” she asked.

“It’s called a ‘blow-job’,” he said.

“Is that not what I called it?” she stroked him in one hand.

He took a handful of her pink hair and guided her mouth to his cock. Her jaw opened wide and worked her way down. Methodically pushing her gag reflex until she was taking his cock to the back of her throat.

“Fuuuuck…” he groaned.

“You’re quite long. That’s difficult,” she said, coming up for air.

But she did it again, leaning in and out to take him deep as she could. Sat back with a small smile as he moaned in appreciation. He pulled her to her feet and kissed her, squeezing her tits with his remaining hand until her smile was gone, replaced with a look of pure need.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered. “Is that a thing that can happen now?”

“Fuck yes,” he said.

She practically threw herself at him, moaning eagerly. It had taken months, but Jane had started revealing a more emotional side every time they fucked. Bit by bit. Almost like it was the only place she could let herself go.

She turned around, presenting her backside as she leaned over the bench inside the private room.

“Please will you fuck me?” she asked innocently.

He spread her legs and stroked the head of his cock over the pale blue slit. Watched her expression in the mirrored wall as he eyes closed in pleasure. “Mmmhhh… Garnt… mhhhh…” she moaned. “I enjoy that angle of our bodies intersecting!”

Their eyes met in the mirror.

“And I enjoy being able to make eye contact while I am in a bent-over position,” she gasped as he stroked her pussy with the head of his cock.

But then her words were cut off as he slid inside her and her body flexed, taking the size of him and panting in pleasure. Damn… she was soaking.

“How are you so wet already?” he asked.

“I w-was thinking about how… how you mangled those spacers who invaded my personal space. It’s a biologic response to your violent protective instinct towards me...”

Damn… months of tapping her firm blue ass and she was still surprising him…

He started off gentle but within moments she was backing up hard against him, their bodies finding a rhythm as she cried out and moaned for more. Her tight insides clenching and unclenching around him in a way that made it hard for Grant to control himself. Luckily Jane could take it. She hadn’t been born on a necroplanet with heavy gravity like Boomi, but her creators had designed her to be a ‘super-human’ both mentally and physically and the genetic cheat codes they’d used made her nearly as strong and fast as an earthling. That also meant when her sexual instincts kicked in, she could take the rough treatment that might literally break another alien girl.

He knew she liked having her clit handled. As they moved together, he reached under her.

“No,” she gasped. “Will you… use your hand to… pull my hair instead?”

Goddam…

She shuddered and moaned while he pulled her long pink hair. Like riding a wild pony. She went crazy for it. Stroking herself while they pounded together. Her insides constricting and gushing around him twice before he felt himself unable to hold back and drove his hips hard against that firm blue ass until he came deep inside her.

***

When they’d finished, Jane had tidied them both up. Like she was a waitress tidying up a table, zipping him into his prison suit and re-arranging her outfit back in place. But then she paused and stepped very close. Chest pressed to his, almost eye-level and staring into him.

“Do not take such risks again,” she said softly, voice cracking. “I do not enjoy seeing you this badly hurt.”

He felt a weird rush in his stomach. Damn. He wasn’t used to a connection this… heartfelt… from Jane.

“Someone has to pay the bills,” he said. “Until we can fix this mess.”

“We are all contributing,” she said quietly. “There’s no need to take all the risk on yourself.”

“You see… I disagree,” he said levelly. “It’s my job to look after you all.”

Jane searched his expression. “I know you believe so… but perhaps you should ask us if that’s what we want at the expense of you getting hurt.”

He had a dozen things he wanted to say to that. Things about what he’d never had as a kid like a stable home with a dad around… He wanted to, but his throat clenched shut. Not able to admit some of it, even to himself.

“You call this hurt?’ he asked instead, with a smile. “Didn’t you see the other guy?”

Jane frowned a bit at his obvious change in subject, but he flipped off the privacy screen and turned back into the club. He went to the bar for another drink, hand in his hand, and Gumbi caught his eye.

“Garnt.” The manager pointed him upward at the overseer's office with a smirk. “Up top. The boss wants to see you. And don’t bleed on the carpet.”

It took a few minutes of making his way through the crowd for appearances. Grant ducked out before they expected him to start breaking chairs for an encore. It was almost as tiring as the fight. He trudged up the stairs one step at a time, his left hand bagged in tinkling ice. The long hallway up top was quiet and clean, and his ears rang in the sudden quiet. He buzzed the security scanner, then the door opened and he stepped into another universe.

The overseer’s office was all chrome and curves, polished surfaces and soft lighting. Grant stared at the minimalist furniture that looked like it belonged in a music video from 1984. Skinny ties. Big hair. Chrome.

Guess this is what rich veridians call sophistication...

On the far side of the room, in one of those stupid round chairs the local veridians liked, sat the owner. Montok was a slick veridian in a designer suit, green skin catching the glow of Radiant Horizons Channel 1 news on the wall screen.

Heavy metals were down. Crysalite was up.

The boss barely noticed Grant come in, too busy swirling a glass of something that cost more than Grant’s last three paychecks and frowning at the market reporting.

On the screen, an AI newscaster chirped. “Crysalite is up 8% thanks to a minor labor revolt in the Ulna Reach, three orbital pirate sieges on Patella Minor, and major executive bonuses index rose 12% in response. Synovatek Marketwatch reminds you: market volatility caused by galactic-scale violence and bankruptcy is a sign of a healthy economy...”

Two hostess girls lounged on either side of him in dresses so short the hems had to be stapled to their hips to keep from riding up. One was massaging Montok's back, the other tapping on a datapad. As Grant stepped closer, the second one glanced up.

“Too bad about the arm. Painkillers?”

“I wouldn't say no...”

She handed him a small coffer carved in the shape of some sort of deep-sea animal and popped the lid. Grant snagged a familiar endorphin booster and then a second before she withdrew the box.

“NUMBSTRIP™! The only painkiller patch clinically proven to completely ignore the source of your suffering while flooding your nerves with compliance-grade joyjuice!”

Peeling the backing the drug patch gave an ‘ouchie!’ sound.

As he applied both patches to his inner arm the owner finally looked at him and smiled. “Fleshmechanic... What a night. You’ve made me a very rich man. Again.”

Grant raised his stump. “Glad someone’s cashing in.”

The Veridian laughed and tossed a sleek black credit shard across the desk. “Your share. Synovatek scrip, of course. I assume you’ll be using it to pay down your debts.”

Slagport's only legal currency was s-bucks and getting his bonus in company scrip saved Grant the trouble of going to a currency exchange. Grant pocketed it. “Maybe.”

“Or...” Montok said, leaning forward. “You could ditch all that nonsense and finally take a real job. Bodyguard. Enforcer. Something worthy of your… talents.”

Every time he offered, Grant had to remind himself of the strings that came with that sort of money. He was pretty sure Montok was wired in to one or more of the local crime syndicates... and besides, Grant liked being an independent contractor. Wasn't in a rush to be someone else's enforcer anytime soon.

Grant shook his head. “Nah. I appreciate the offer, but I’ll be back on my feet any day now.”

The owner grinned knowingly, like he’d heard it all before. “If you say so. I don’t understand you necroplanet zombies. Mad.”

Grant had just banged a beautiful woman, got a fat payday, and was more than a little high. He burst into a laugh. “Then let me share a bit of Earth wisdom. If you get the answer right I’ll take your job offer.”

Montok froze a moment, surprised.

“What…” Grant held up his remaining hand. “Is the sound of one hand clapping?”

The green face scrunched in confusion. He stared at Grant, then tried to think of an answer. Grant could practically see smoke from his ears as his brain overheated.

“That’s… impossible…”

“Not on my planet.”

Grant figured the conversation was done when one of Montok’s half-dressed secretaries leaned over his desk and delicately spooned a quivering hunk of raw shellfish from a chilled bowl into his mouth. The thing still twitched. Montok slurped it down with a sound like a broken pump. Gloaxian monkfish... stank like a fishmarket... veridians thought it was a delicacy.

“Well, enjoy…” Grant turned, bagged hand clutched tight.

Grant’s stomach did a little backflip. He stood, gave a casual nod, and turned to leave the office slash tax shelter slash den of morally flexible capitalism.

Then Montok spoke.

“I meant to mention it earlier… Someone’s been asking about you.”

Grant froze mid-step. Not alarmed, just confused. Like someone told him his dog paid the power bill.

“From off-station. Outside the Uvala system. Core Worlds, looks like. Thought you’d want to know.”

He turned slowly. “Someone from the Core sent a message asking about me? You sure they didn’t mean another Grant? Tall guy, handsome, galaxy-class ass?”

Montok chuckled without humor, his polished smile lazy as the secretary licked a drop of monkfish oil off his lip. “Is that some of your necroplanet humor? Whoever it was they weren’t shy about it... wasn’t even behind coding. In the clear. Someone wanted to make sure the right people read it.”

Grant narrowed his eyes. “Someone like you?”

“Just a friendly heads-up. My guy’s in the ansible maintenance crew. Pulls out all sorts of sweet nothings from the relay logs. This one pinged weird. No traceable ID, no transit tag, no bounce route. Just... dropped. Asking about you.”

“That all?” Grant scratched his neck. “Doesn't sound like the sleestaks...” Gleex corporation had put out a press release that they filed a big insurance claim on a lost ship and that was the end of it... their version of telling Grant they didn't want him to hold a grudge. “So who?”

Montok's smile went even thinner. “Not saying anything except... people are watching. And attention like that can be... inconvenient. Especially if it shines too bright on my operation.”

Grant stepped closer, smile gone. “You think I’m some kind of walking liability, you better run the math again. ‘Cause if someone’s dumb enough to poke around my past, I ain’t the one they should be worried about. And if you’re thinking of cashing out early, Montok—”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Montok said, not unkindly. “You make me too much money. That buys some inconvenience.”

Grant tilted his head, smile curling back up like a switchblade. “Just make sure you factor in the breakage, boss man. Anybody sells me out? They better pray the payout covers the funeral for them and everybody who ever knew them.”

As the secretary offered another monkfish fillet Montok pushed her hand away without breaking eye-contact with Grant. “Don’t go getting ambitious. Without me you'd still be trying to get a work visa and your ship would be impounded.”

“Yeah...” Grant shrugged. “I'm aware. But speaking of things getting pounded, ask yourself if I took your help because it was easier than putting my fist through this entire station.”

Grant left without another word, fists clenching until he forced himself to relax.

Core Worlds, huh?

Bad fucking news.

As he left, he could hear Montok mumbling to himself. “But clapping takes two hands…”

***


Chapter 8    : Organleggers

Grant shoved his severed hand deeper into the plastic bag of ice and slung it under his arm like the world’s most screwed-up lunchbox. The crowd in Bay 54 was still buzzing, half on adrenaline, half on the almost non-booze. But he wasn’t sticking around. All he wanted was to get home.

He found Jane near the bar, waiting for a tray of glowing wine bottle service. He glanced at the high roller in her section. A fat amphibian in a gold-thread tunic waved his stubby fingers at her like she was already bought and paid for.

“Jane, let’s roll,” Grant said, jerking his chin toward the door. “I’ve got enough fight bonus tonight to buy you out of dealing with that slimeball.”

She checked the client wasn't eyeballing her and put a hand on Grant's arm. “He’s one of my best spenders.”

Grant frowned. “We’re not hurting for cash. Quit early tonight.”

Jane finally turned, a flicker of genuine appreciation on her face that he wanted to look out for her. “Its not just tonight, it's other nights that I won't get if some other girl gets her skinflaps into him while I'm gone.”

Grant wanted to say something. Kept his mouth shut. Hostessing was as grueling as prize-fighting, in its way. It’s not like the girls fucked the clients (or at least Jane didn’t). It was just companionship. Rich guys with too much money who wanted to look like King Shit in public, have amazingly hot girls on their arm, maybe some conversation about how important he thinks he is. These veridian clowns hadn't even invented stripping, so how advanced a civilization could they actually be?

He exhaled through his nose. “I know how it works, Jane. Doesn’t mean I gotta like it.”

She stepped close, nearly his height, and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Go home, idiot. You’re bleeding on the floor.”

“Fine,” he muttered. He watched her head back to the client, personality suddenly shifting to giggles and smiles. Poor bastard, probably thought he was getting the real thing.

***

Bay 54 spat him out into the Slam. Walking on Subside Main... what they called the decks where the station lights didn’t bother to shine because no one wanted to pay for the electricity. There were several subsider decks in the station, but only one Slam.

The Slam was the collection of businesses designed to claw every s-buck left in a miner’s pocket. Alive with holo-ads and gutter neon promising instant pleasure, instant escape, and instant bankruptcy. It was big… the deck stretched in a circle almost a mile around. And it was dank. Condensation that collected from the combined bad breath of the massed residents constantly dripped from above.

It was illegal, but some people desperate enough collected it to drink. If you were poor on Slagport you couldn’t even afford the one liter per day water tax.

And it smelled.

Like a lunchbox Grant had as a kid; one that had gone missing, and he'd found three months later in the Lost and Found... not exactly rotten, but a stale whiff of mold with undertones of bologna grease. The ventilation was working overhead but it barely stirred a breeze. The bio-organic air scrubbers in the center of the station seemed less effective by the day.

The crowds were comparatively thin at this hour. Veridians might have owned the place, but the actual green-skins you saw down here were slumming. Mostly it was every shape of bipeds: tall skinny insects from lower than usual gravity worlds wearing huge platform boots with built-in gravity suppressors to help them walk, hairless nut-brown babyfaced apes with thick lips and pointed ears in holographic shirts projecting mesmerizing holographic patterns, several different species of reptilians from waist-high gecko-looking pipsqueaks to seven-foot armored monsters like bipedal alligators, and the many-colored, many-sized, many-shaped hyumins from any one of a thousand worlds.

But no cops. No surveillance drones. The Slam kept itself just safe enough the violence didn’t cut into profits.

At the next intersection there was a tinkle of wind chimes. The public broadcast pylon projected another larger than life hologram of the Synovatek executive over the crowd.

“Ah, children – nature's unpaid interns! I'm Henz Zoric, reminding you that every employee starts somewhere. Here at Synovatek, we believe in nurturing your offspring into tomorrow's compliant, tax-contributing workforce. That’s why Slagport Station's Youth Optimization Pods™ offer inspirational re-education, targeted aptitude extraction, and mandatory loyalty implants – all before age nine! So don’t delay! Raise your child the Synovatek way: with discipline, ambition, and just a hint of medically induced obedience.”

As the PSA ended it played the windchimes again.

Fucker was everywhere.

He passed a flickering holo-banner for Pandy Orgone’s next live performance, the pink letters promising “ORGONE-LIVE: FEEL THE VIBRATIONS” above an animated image of her straddling an empathy amp. A few paces later, an interactive smart-ad popped up in front of him: a half-naked alien girl with purple skin and too many eyes cooed at him, “Is your space worm lonely? Go Proxy today – realer than you’ve ever felt! Connect with live hyumins right now! Ansible charges apply for interplanetary comms!”

Grant waved his stump at the holo like he was swatting a mosquito. “Not tonight, sweetheart.” The ad fizzled away, muttering something about missing out on “galactic-level satisfaction.”

He kept walking, shoulders hunched, eyes scanning the gloom. Ahead, a knot of miners in dirty Synovatek jumpsuits staggered on their way from one stop to the next – eager to spend their credits after a thirty-day shift in the ice moon.

Grant tried to shrug off the bone-deep distaste for the company running the station… the whole solar system. Synovatek let places like the Slam exist for a reason. Cheap booze, cheap thrills, and even cheaper companionship. The corporates knew if these poor bastards didn’t have some place to blow their scrip, the union uprising they feared would come knocking a hell of a lot sooner.

He shifted the ice bag on his arm and kept moving. 

The fact he'd lost a lot of blood was starting to kick in. Grant detoured under the brightly lit awning of the Snatch’n’Sniff convenience stall, the hologram mascot of a rodent-like animal stuffing its cheek pouches with food vanishing in a puff of smoke as he stepped inside.

There was no aircon inside and it was even hotter and stuffier than the main corridor. Rows of hologram-lit vending kiosks the size of microwaves lined the walls, each one a riot of color and advertising. You could get Slurrian meat cubes in greebl sauce, salves for yeast infections you contracted banging any of a half-dozen alien species, toothache powder, carbon-diamond batteries, stuffed mascots of Nebby the Nebulon and pretty much anything else that came in single-serving packs.

“GutBlaster™: Explosive Flavor, Literally™”

“Soylent-Blue: You won't believe it's not people!”

“Flaps itchy and irritated? Try cloacacil.”

He made a beeline for the row of drink dispensers. Swiping a cash-card in the slot for a can of Zorp Neo. The orange bottle banged into the drop-slot with a cheery “Thank you for your selection! You didn’t choose chaos… but you did choose ZORP NEO, the only beverage endorsed by three out of four bankruptcy lawyers.”

He held it in the crook of his arm to crack it open. Chugged back half of it in one go.

RHC/1 was playing local news on a hologram above the door. 

”A Slagport resident’s attempt to install an unauthorized gravitational uplink ended in spectacular failure last night, as half of Sector 17 experienced spontaneous zero-G followed by an explosive decompression event. The operator – known on forums as ‘HackDaddy3000’ – is in stable condition, pending fines totaling 1.2 million credits. Synovatek Legal reminds citizens: ‘If it voids the warranty, it voids your life insurance.’ Local scavenger crews are already fighting over salvage rights, citing the station’s unofficial motto: ‘If it’s floating, it’s free.’”

The taste of the Zorp caught up to his tongue. “Guhhh... like unsweetened nose mucous...”

Reluctantly he paid for a second can, dropping it in the bag with his hand-ice to keep cold.

As he stood watching the news and sipping the rest of his drink, the proximity sensor on the lottery kiosk beside him went off and a grinning AI hologram of a cat-like being in a gaudy suit with pixelated fireworks exploding over its head.

“CONGRATS, YOU’VE BEEN SELECTED TO PLAY GALACTI-LOTTO™! Prizes include O₂ credits, a one-way ticket to the Core Worlds, or a full-body rejuvenation… be 20 again for just 5 scrip a ticket! Remember: the house always wins, but maybe you won’t lose so bad!”

Grant drained the last of the can and chucked it into the recycler chute. “Hard pass.”

The cat hologram waggled a finger. “WARNING: REFUSING TO PLAY MAY LEAD TO SEVERE LIFE REGRET.”

“Too late,” Grant muttered.

The hologram glitched, then folded away in a pout.

Outside, the Slam’s air hit him like a wet towel. His mouth still tasted like Zorp Neo, the algae cocktail coating his tongue like carbonated pond water spiked with Tang, but at least it kept him upright.

His normal route home ran straight down Mainline until Subsector Delta, but as he passed the juvipods and the second-hand Co2 scrubber repair shop, he spotted local mob enforcers shaking down the eel noodle kiosk. One of them held a stunrod, smacking it casually into his palm as he barked something about “protection taxes” to the trembling shopkeeper.

Grant sighed.

Too tired for this shit tonight...

He avoided it by turning off early. Took the next right into an access corridor alley to cross over to the Yellow Line. Immediately the air got tighter. It was almost pitch black, with just the spilled light out of windows to light the way.

Every deck had three main corridors – Redline was the big one in the middle that could take vehicle traffic, the Yellow Line which was pedestrians-only and the Tachyoviolet Line which was reserved for system services and the transport elevators. Tachyoviolet was a color that Earth humans didn’t have the color receptors to see. It just looked dishwater grey to Grant.

Between the three main passages were a series of maintenance alleys crisscrossing the deck.

Typically he avoided the darkened alleys. Not that he was afraid – Grant was literally the guy in a dark alley you don't want to meet – but punching the drug dealers, hookers and muggers who lived there got tiresome.

He was already imagining his bed. Collapsing to sleep for ten hours. He rounded a corner, already imagining the sweet dead quiet of his bunk, and froze.

Ahead, four well-fed, well-dressed veridian teens, fresh out of the Synovatek suburbs by the look of them, followed a small furry alien with button eyes and fluffy ears. None of them noticed him and they vanished up a side-tunnel.

Grant slowed to a halt.

Fuck...

Grant knew the fuzzy little fucker... Cute enough to be on a kid’s cereal box, but this one was part of a ring of street guides who offered to show you round the Slam for a small fee, then lured naïve newbs into the jaws of the cancers – a gang of tumor-ridden mutants who made their s-bucks selling stolen cyberware and fresh organs.

Grant’s grip tightened on the ice bag as he watched the little bastard lead his prize toward their death.

You could just keep walking...

He’d had a hell of a night already. One hand down, a body running on Zorp Neo and painkillers. Nobody would blame him for not stopping.

But his conscience? That bastard never got tired. They’re just dumb fucking kids…

“Fine,” he muttered, stomping toward the alley.

The koala and the teenagers were gone. There was only one door. The rusted lock whined as he grabbed the handle and, with a sharp yank of necroplanet strength, ripped the whole damn mechanism out of the doorframe.

The air inside was like licking an ashtray. Dark. The power units must’ve burnt out. Practically condemned. Faint shit-smell of clogged plumbing. The walls of the module were plastered with hologram graffiti – spidery tags and crude cartoons, completing with the standard angry red letters to “REMEMBER YOMA”.

A single light panel at the end of the hall flickered like a dying bug zapper as he pushed deeper into the maze.

The floor creaked. The smell shifted from stale air to something sweeter. Rotten-sweet. He spent a frustrating five minutes wandering the abandoned ground floor until he rounded a corner and nearly stepped on a cancer slumped against the wall, skin blotched and crawling with pustules, a bottle of something glowing faintly clutched in its claw. The mutant’s eyelids fluttered as it noticed him.

“Kids…” Grant said flatly. “Which way?”

The cancer let out a wet laugh and babbled something incoherent.

Grant grabbed it by the collar, lifting the mutant until its feet dangled. “WHERE?”

“Upper… module…” it wheezed, and Grant dropped it with a thud.

He stomped up a stairwell that looked ready to collapse, following the sound of humming machinery. At the top, a heavy security door waited. Grant jammed the stub of his crowbar into the seam and levered hard until metal screamed and bolts popped. One last shove and the door banged inward.

The smell hit him first – blood and antiseptic, thick enough to chew. Then the horror show.

It was an organic chopshop.

Two of the rich teens were already in pieces, scattered across a grimy workbench, blood draining into a dented bucket. A third lay on a kitchen table, mouth open in a silent scream as a cancer worked a bone saw over his back, carefully prying out a gleaming cybernetic spine.

The fourth teen was stuffed into a cargo container full of ice. Maybe dead, maybe only unconscious.

Half a dozen cancers turned to look at him at once, slack jaws and dead eyes locking on Grant. Tattered clothes. Stained with every usual body fluid and then some new ones. The koala guide was chuckling with one of them, perched on a clear-plastic crate with human heads inside it.

“Waddafuck you want, crankwinder?” one of the cancers growled. Had a tumor like an egg on his neck.

Grant’s lips curled in a humorless grin. He fished out the remaining full can of Zorp Neo.

And threw it like a missile.

The can spun, embedding itself in the speaker’s skull with a sickening crunch. His head popped like an overripe fruit and so did the can, red and orange fizzing together.

The room froze. Just a valuable second of stunned shock that gave Grant all the edge he needed.

He surged forward. One-handed or not, he was like a terminator robot compared to these locals. The stub of his crowbar cracked one guy in the face, sending teeth and the lower jaw clattering to the floor. He swung low, smashing a mutant’s kneecap backward. Another lunged, but Grant rammed his shoulder into its gut, flipped it onto the table, and drove the crowbar down hard into her ribs. The bones caved in like paper mache. The cancer coughed convulsively, blood spraying the ceiling.

One came at him with a curved scalpel that looked like it could scoop an eyeball out of a socket with one flick of the hand. Grant growled as he caught the eyeballer's wrist mid-swing, twisting until bone snapped like dry wood. Still gipping the scalpel in the hand of the mutant Grant brought it up and jammed it into the guy’s eye. 

The last cancer was the maniac with the industrial saw. A bloated figure wearing a breather mask and a rubber apron. His muffled screams filled the room as he swung the whirring blade. Grant parried with the remaining chunk of his crowbar. Sparks flew as metal met metal. The impact grinding like sandpaper between your teeth. With a roar, he twisted, knocking the saw back and the mutant off-balance.

The spinning sawblade flipped back and up. Carved a deep trench straight through its owner’s chest.

The cancer looked down in shock as the saw stalled out, jammed on his own unspooling intestines.

“Oops,” Grant said flatly.

The mutant crumpled, dead before he hit the floor.

Grant straightened, chest heaving. Blood slicked the crowbar, his boots, the walls. He glanced at the lone surviving teen in the ice crate. Ruined bodies of the cancers. Dismembered teens. His jaw flexed.

“Fucking mess.”

One more ugly night in the Slam. He should get a 'one free night off' card for every ten.

Movement. The koala climbed out from under the body of one of its colleagues, fur matted in blood, big black eyes wide with mock innocence.

“G'day, ya filthy drop bear!” Grant greeted him. “You've been a naughty buggah, stealing these dingo babies...”

“I… I didn’t know,” the fuzzball pleaded. “They made me do it.”

Grant’s glare was colder than the ice bag under his arm. “Sure they did.”

He hefted the stub of his crowbar and threw it like a spear. The sharpened metal tip whistled through the air and impaled the koala to the wall with a sickening crunch. It twitched once, then sagged.

“Should’ve stuck to hawking eucalyptus drops, mate,” Grant muttered.

He moved to the fourth teen in the ice crate. She was pale under the green skin but alive, chest rising faintly. He pulled her free and checked her pupils. They dilated sluggishly.

“Hang in there, princess,” he said.

Nearby, the cancers’ organ theft supplies were scattered in trays and boxes. He dug around until he found anti-shock patches, unrolling like a string of condoms. He planted one on her neck and watched as the nanodrugs began doing their work. Went back and swept up the tableful of synth-sutures, injectors, and a small vial of Regen-X-synth skin, organ-glue and bone-set into a dirty satchel. 

Exactly the kind of high-end junk that could make reattaching his hand a little less messy. Into the bag they went, along with his hand.

There were a stack of self-sealing organ donor bags on a shelf and he grabbed three, stuffed the severed heads of the other teens inside with fresh ice, and zipped them up tight.

If their rich parents have decent insurance, they’ll be back in new bodies by next week...

Physical and mental recovery however... that might take a bit longer.

He checked the girl. Still unconscious but stable. Hoisting the limp teen onto his back, Grant grabbed the bagged heads in his only hand and headed for the door.

***

He made it to the Yellow Line and if anybody thought it was strange he was carrying an unconscious girl and three severed heads they didn't dare say anything. The corridors of the Slam were quieter now, fewer pedestrians. He was sweating buckets in the heat, and his only drink was back in that room lodged in some asshole's skull.

The girl stirred on his back, mumbling weakly.

“Oh good, you’re awake,” he said.

“Lemme go!” she yelled.

“Relax princess. I saved you from those organ harvesters back there. I’ll drop you off at the medbay and you’re on your own from there.”

That at least got her to stop struggling.

“W-who are you? Did my mother send you?”

“Nope,” Grant said, trudging on. “Just a good Samaritan... or a dumbass Samaritan. Take your pick.”

Her fingers clutched at his jacket. “I… I don’t understand. Why are you helping me?”

“Because I’m too stupid to leave a bunch of rich kids for the chopshop buffet,” he grumbled. “Speaking of stupid, what were you idiots doing in the Slam?”

She let out a small, broken laugh that turned into a sob. “We were just… trying to score something for a pheromone party. The popular kids said they’d let us in if we brought the good stuff…”

Grant grunted. “High-grade party favors? That’s what you risked your neck for?”

“Yes,” she said, voice a whisper. “Seems stupid now.”

Wow... don't do drugs, kids...

He shook his head and muttered, “You look rich. Word of advice... next time you want illicit pheromones, pay somebody else to get them.”

The girl went quiet again, her breathing steadying as the anti-shock patch worked. Grant shifted her weight and kept moving. His bunk was still half a mile off, and he was so thirsty that can of Zorp Neo was starting to sound as good as an ice-cold beer.

***

Grant had to limp halfway around the station to reach the emergency entrance for the medbay on the Slam deck. He navigated by the giant cartoon hologram of the Doctor Slug logo leaning up against the weird Q with two tails that was the galactic equivalent of the red cross. And in slightly smaller text beneath it: Lifesprocket MedCare™: Radiant Horizons Branch

“Got insurance?” Grant asked his passenger. There was a long moment where he could the teenager searching her pockets then showed him her card.

Palladium Risk management >>> Triple Lifepod Member

Fucking hell... that was top of the line… and issued directly from the insurance company that was underwriting the entire Uvala system mining operation.

“Good enough,” Grant grunted.

The medbay was quieter than usual. The garish pink hologram of Doctor Slug came to life as they approached the emergency room doors. 

“Your health is our third highest priority!” the Slug nodded happily, syringe in hand. “Platinum Insurance Members receive complimentary defibrillation with every visit!”

The doors automatically shushed open, and he was hit with a welcome blast of nearly subzero aircon. The waiting room beyond had a half-dozen patients slumped in plastic chairs, one clutching his stomach and looking like he might be bleeding out, another with half his face purple and swollen but recognizable as the Toejam pilot Grant had wrecked earlier, his arm bending in three different angles. The moment their eyes met, the pilot let out a panicked squeal and staggered for the exit.

Still carrying the teen and the ice bag full of heads in his good hand, Grant walked up to the familiar triage conveyer belt and slammed the heads onto it, followed more gently by the girl.

“Got a live one here guys, Triple Lifepod member,” Grant spoke to the dumbstruck furbeeni behind the reception desk. The four-armed space-hamster hit the panic button and four fubeeni medtechs in clean white smocks came at a run, freezing for a moment at the sight of the collected heads before converging on the living patient.

The receptionist – looked like Nibbins was on duty - fluffed up her fur in alarm.

“Void rot and hellfire!” she squeaked. “Inmate Garnt! Are you missing a hand? And walking?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Grant said, waving his stump casually. “Don’t get your tails in a twist. The kid needs help, and these three need new bodies. Just take care of them.”

The medtechs squeaked louder, springing into action the second they caught sight of the triple top tier insurance card tucked into the unconscious girl’s jacket pocket.

“Platinum priority case! Move her to Trauma One!” Dr Chibbins barked, and a small army of hamster medics wheeled over a hoverstretcher.

Seeing Grant, Chibbins waddled up to him, pushing the pair of magnifier goggles up onto his furry forehead, eyeing his stump. “I see your necroplanet heritage is keeping you alive. Do you require reattachment surgery? We can expedite the procedure.”

Most hyumins in the space civilization hadn’t evolved to handle a stubbed toe, let alone a missing hand – Earth-born humans, meanwhile, were hardy enough and stupid enough to crash their car drunk driving then keep walking around with a hole in their chest while complaining about the waste of good beer.

“At your prices?” Grant snorted. “Nah, doc. I’ll handle it at home.”

The Furbeeni wrung all four of his tiny hands. “You’re a difficult man to help, zombie. But I've given up underestimating how impossible it is for you to die.” the space hamster turned to join his colleagues but before he did, he paused. “Tell Chex he should visit more often, yes?”

“Sure,” Grant said. “I bet he misses you guys,” he lied.

The teenager stirred slightly as she was transferred to the stretcher. Her eyes fluttered open. “You… you know these guys?”

“Yeah,” Grant said with a shrug. “This medbay used to be on my ship.”

Before she could ask more, the Furbeeni whisked her away through the trauma bay doors.

Grant watched them vanish, nodded once to Chibbins, and turned to leave. His bunk was calling, and he was still down one hand.

***

Grant’s boots thunked against the deck plating as he trudged through the docking ring on the station’s upper level. Compared to the Slam deck, it was like stepping into a different universe. The air didn’t stink, the lights actually worked, and the storefronts were a dizzying string of glossy corporate chains:

“Hydr-O™: Molecular Water Solutions”

“Zorp Neo™ Experience Bar”

“Slick’s Cut-Price Cyberware™: Augment Smarter, Not Safer”

And a short way past that the shops were even more garish, with bigger holographic store fronts.

“Nanobite™ Dental Spa – Pain Optional!”

“Pulse+ Wearables: Track Your Heart, Sell Your Data”

“Wombat Wash™ Dry Cleaning – Now With Free Genetic Scans!”

The crowds were thinner, mostly technicians and clerks on their way to work, mixed with suits ducking in and out of corporate offices that kept the Uvala system’s mining empire grinding.

Not a single ‘Remember Yoma’ tag anywhere. Too clean for rebellion.

The deck was wrapped around the huge glass bubble that was the heart of the station. Like somebody had built a snow globe two miles across in space. First time he saw it he thought it held a huge tree – way way bigger than a fucking redwood – that grew in a ball shape in zero-gravity. Turned out it was more like some kind of mushroom-tree lovechild, all pale cords twisted together like a colossal coral reef trunk. It glowed so it looked like it was lit from the inside. The branches spread out into wide fronds that shimmered like oil slicks, with fat toadstool shelves growing off them that pulsed slow, like the whole thing was breathing.

Grant wrinkled his nose, reminded that the air he was sucking down had just been farted out by that thing. Alice had explained it was the heart of the bio-organic life support system for the station; some fancy plant-fungus symbiote that ate CO2, garbage and sewage through those monster roots plugged into the plumbing. Then it spit back clean water and oxygen. He didn’t understand the details, just remembered her calling it “a fungal-plant reclamation system”. Something about ‘symbiotic chloroplast-bearing cells’.

Grant’s translation: the entire station’s life support hose was hooked up to the galaxy’s biggest compost heap. He got nightmares every time he thought about it too long.

Gardeners, looking doll-tiny in the distance, in bright orange enviro suits floated on grav platforms, pruning and tending the mushroom tree with surgical precision. It was a leftover from the original Leviathan Colonies operation that had build the station more than a hundred years ago.

He kept moving, following the curve of the station's circular deck. Three stories tall with an arched glass ceiling like the Vegas skywalk. The view out the outer-facing viewports of the main deck was equally impressive as the tree. Shining stars and the curve of the planet Sigmara – pink oceans and blue clouds. Continents slowly revealed by dawn below as the space station completed a rotation past the shadow's terminator.

You could see the bones of the original construction on this deck; ornate metal arching overhead in bronze and gold. The architecture was all retro curves and thick rivets. Reminded Grant of an old deep-sea diver’s helmet except turned inside out. Despite the modern holograms and refurnished office fronts, it gave the place a Captain Nemo feel. Like he was at the bottom of the ocean...

…or swallowed whole.

He took the spur arm at the hologram sign for Prospecting, Surveying and Claims Registry, a queue of angry prospectors yelling at a bored clerk, and soon enough pushed into the shipyards on the outer ring of the main deck. Velocitech Foundryworks ran the drydock here, subcontracting under Synovatek. Big holographic letters over the office read: “Velocitech: Quick Fixes for Faster Profits!”

“Foreman’s on the floor,” said a busy receptionist clone, seeing Grant coming.

Grant grunted his thanks and headed out among the ships. The drydock was maybe the biggest enclosed space he'd ever seen. The size of three football fields. It smelled almost familiar, like scorched metal and plasma welders. Sparks rained from catwalks as workers clambered over half-assembled hulls. A sleek arrowhead-shaped cutter hung suspended in a mag-field cradle while clone workers climbed over it like hungry ants. Half a dozen smaller tugs and short-distance haulers the size of semi-trucks were scattered across the dock, all in various states of repair, their guts spilling cables and conduits.

He sidestepped a palette of fuel cells beeping past on a load-lifter and kept moving, scanning the deck for the foreman. Finally spotting him.

Kava was a doughy gelagian humanoid with a musupial pouch and peg teeth in a grease-stained coverall, neon-orange hardhat slightly askew, and a beard that looked like it had lost a fight with an exhaust fan. He was barking orders at two clone workers dangling from a maintenance gantry.

“Alright my precious little clone-dumplings, I need you to remove those capacitors for realignment like your lives depend on it, which they kinda do, okay? Because if I have to file another accident report, I will literally sell you to the Gong vats for recycling. Kay?”

“Kava!” Grant stomped up. “When's my ship gonna get fixed?”

The foreman flinched, nearly dropping his datapad. “Oh hey! Captain Garnt!”

When Grant just glared at him the alien swallowed and attempted to look like he wasn't about to piss himself.

“Uhh... ten weeks, I think, uh, sounds right.”

“You told me ‘ten weeks’ six weeks ago,” Grant said sharply. “I need my ship. Not next season. Now.”

Kava forced a laugh that came out as a nervous honk. “Oh! Ha! Yeah, about that… I meant ten Velocitech Standard weeks, which are, uh, fluid in length. It’s a corporate synergy thing. Totally above my paygrade.”

Then, seeing Grant look even angrier he shrank and tried diplomacy. “Look, Synovatek runs the station, they bump their toys to the top of the list. Nothing I can do unless you wanna go play footsie with Henz Zoric and his army of lawyers. Maybe knit him a friendship scarf? I hear he’s into that.”

“Oh really? The regional vice president has a soft spot for hand-made gifts?”

“I mean... that's just what I read...” the gelagian looked embarrassed.

Grant’s eyes narrowed. He stepped in close enough the foreman could smell the coppery tang of blood and stale Zorp Neo on his breath.

“You think I’m in the mood for corporate jokes, pal? You see this?” Grant waved his severed hand stump in front of the guy’s face. “This is me on a good day. I’ve buried men for less than what you’re feeding me right now.”

The foreman swallowed hard, his eyes darting to the stump. “Okay-okay-okay, let’s not get murdery, champ. I mean, I’d help if I could, but Synovatek owns the drydock, the tools, half my clone crew’s oxygen credits, and my mom’s debt on three star systems. My hands are tied so tight they’re about to fall off from lack of circulation.” He glanced at Grant's stump. “No offence...”

Grant jabbed a finger in his chest. “You’re a mechanic. You’re supposed to fix problems.”

The foreman puffed up like he was offended, though it came out more like a pufferfish on helium. “Hey! I’m a genius with ships, not a miracle worker!”

Grant rallied his calm. The doughy alien was a pain in the ass, but he wasn't wrong. Synovatek held all the cards. “What if I were to find the cash to pay some of your workers on their downtime. Make it worth their while… double overtime. Tax free. Cash.”

“Me? Doing something illegal? Never!” the alien said loud enough for half the drydock to hear. “That would be highly unethical… wink wink.” He leaned on close to whisper. “And not nearly enough money.”

Grant didn’t blink. “How much?”

The foreman licked his lips nervously. “Hypothetically speaking if any such activity were ever to take place – which I would never do – it would be, uh… quintuple overtime. You know, hypothetically. I’d never do it for less unless you’re offering, like, to take me out for dinner first. And maybe a jetpack ride.”

Grant let out a low growl. “Quintuple? That’s not a bribe… that’s extortion.”

“Extortion? Noooo, no, no,” the foreman said, waving his hands. “That’s luxury-tier expediting services! Comes with a complimentary keychain.”

Grant reached out and pinned the man to a scaffold support with his stump. “You’d better pray I hit the galactic lottery before I lose my temper. ‘Cause if I don’t, you’re gonna find out what a necroplanet zombie does to people who try to fuck them when they don’t want to be fucked.”

The foreman chuckled weakly, eyes flicking to the mag-field suspended cutter like it might swoop down and rescue him. “Heh… that’s the spirit, Fleshmechanic. I’ll… uh… be here. In case you hit the jackpot. Or ask me on a date. Or both.”

Grant stepped back and turned on his heel; he had to get out of arms reach before he did something the corrupt alien regretted.

His jaw clenched so tight he thought he might crack a molar as he stomped down the corridor toward his ship’s berth. His stump starting to throb with pain. All he wanted was to collapse in his bunk and pass out, but as he rounded the turn to the airlock, his mood took another kick in the scrote.

A dozen Synovatek Loss Prevention goons loitered around his airlock, their matte-black armor gleaming under the berth lights. Not Brassline rentacops, these green bastards were corporate attack dogs… Synovatek’s in-house muscle. Spotting him a ripple went through them as their hands twitched closer to the concealed shock-batons and sidearms.

***


Chapter 9    : Its Not Much But its Home

Grant stopped dead, eyeing the group. He did some quick math in his head about how fast he could break all their necks. Answer: fast. Real question was whether he could stop himself once he started.

From the back of the formation, a veridian strolled forward like he owned the entire damn sector. Tailored synthsilk suit, shoes polished enough to blind pilots, and a smile as cold as deep space.

“Captain Garnt,” the man drawled.

For a moment Grant's brain stuttered. Refusing to understand what was happening. Everybody knew this guy's face from the RHC/1 news; Jarl Cassaline. Synovatek’s Head of Security Assets. Third in command for Uvala system.

You don't have enough work to do at Synovatek headquarters? What the hell did he want?

The corporate security executive drew a small, complex mechanical device from his pocket. Grant tensed, ready to fight. Every nerve tight as a guitar string as the man thumbed the button on the side.

Grenade… gasbomb… psychic brain liquefier…?

The device crackled once, then spat static like a coughing cat. A holographic AI interface shimmered into place above it. It was the corporate seal of Synovatek VoidVentures.

"Captain Garnt?" it asked.

“Who wants to know?” Grant said carefully.

“Congratulations on being selected for a direct audiovisual contact with Regional Vice President Henz Zoric of Synovatek VoidVentures! Please hold while your ocular pathways are bombarded with images of professional excellence and minor celebrity!"

The holographic corporate seal vanished in line of static and started to play music.

Funky space sitar. A synth beat. The whisper of money being laundered.

The sizzle reel began.

It opened with Henz Zoric, shirtless and glistening, seated cross-legged on a floating satin rug drifting through a zero-G meditation chamber. His arms were outstretched like some greasy Veridian messiah. “I’m not just a leader,” his voice echoed over the footage. “I’m a lifestyle vibration.”

Cut to Zoric shaking hands with confused alien dignitaries, none of whom looked thrilled to be there. “Investing in tomorrow's plunder… today.”

Then Zoric at a charity gala, handing a giant novelty check to a sobbing orphan-slug. He gave the camera a thumbs-up and whispered, “Feel-good corporatism is the best kind.”

Cut to him performing a gravity-defying interpretive dance atop a glowing quartz pyramid, surrounded by interns weeping with forced admiration.

Then – “I’m not above the people,” Zoric insisted, as the footage showed him waving from the balcony of his orbital yacht while workers in environmental suits collapsed from heatstroke below.

Finally, the screen cut to black.

A beat passed.

Then the operator’s voice returned, smug and breathy: “Connecting now. Please maintain eye contact and a posture of financial humility.”

Zoric appeared. Apparently a live video-feed connection.

He was lounging sideways on an opalescent daybed shaped like a banana that looked like it was carved out of the mother-of-pearl from some enormous seashell. Wearing nothing but a shimmering kimono half-open across his pale green chest and an absurd number of necklaces. The lighting was perfect. His skin glistened like it had been oiled by someone on retainer. The camera angle heroic, low, and obviously staged.

Behind him, a panoramic window showed the rising sun of Uvala gleaming off his personal orbital yacht. Somewhere, an alien stringed-instrument was twanging off-key.

“Ahhh… Captain Garnt,” Zoric said, voice slick with smarm. He held a drink in one hand and pointed with the other like they were old pals. “Or should I say… Fleshmechanic… You big, beautiful space liability. You survived! How unexpectedly tedious.”

He chuckled. A slow, rehearsed chuckle. Then sipped his drink and winced theatrically.

“The yeti milk’s off,” he muttered to someone offscreen. “Have the intern put out the nearest airlock.”

Then back to Grant with that megawatt grin. “First, let me just say: wow. You’re here. That’s... something. We don’t get many visitors from necro-planets this deep into our portfolio zone. Not voluntarily, anyway. Heh.”

Zoric did finger guns. He was the only one laughing.

“There a point to this?” Grant asked, mind racing. “Or did you just want an autograph?”

“This is a courtesy visit we provide all our… large accounts. Just making sure you’re enjoying all the services and hospitality Synovatek provides on Rising Horizons?”

Grant didn’t answer. He just stared, left the stump arm resting inside the jacket pocket at his side.

The executive smiled wider. “Now, down to business, yes? My office has reviewed your file. You know, I’d say you’re more than a little behind on berthing costs. I know you've been busy with your... freelance activities… so easy to lose track of those teeny-tiny legal details! But I wanted to personally reach out and offer you a convenient, affordable, entirely enforceable opportunity to settle. If you’re not careful, you and your crew will end up working off your debt in our O₂ fields.”

A scroll of text unrolled beside his head, containing what looked like thousands of lines of itemized charges. It spun by too fast to read but managed to include entries like:

	Atmospheric Recompression Surcharge (Three Breaths or More): 1,740 cr. 
	Unauthorized Biofluid Disposal Fee: 7,900 cr. 
	Station Mood Disruption Fine: 210 cr. 
	Gratuitous Shirtlessness (After Hours): 2,000 cr. 


“Now, now, I get it! Bureaucracy, am I right? All these little line items… like nanites, they just pile up! But that's why I'm here: as your personal corporate liaison-slash-spiritual guide, I want to make this right.”

He leaned in closer. The hologram distorted briefly, his face warping into a green smear of judgment.

“But be advised: non-payment will result in further action, including – but not limited to – civil forfeiture, automated lienbot activation, and possible orbital quarantine status. None of which are as fun as they sound.”

“So! My associate Director Cassaline is here to… encourage you… to click the payment link below. Or don’t! But if I were you, I’d settle up before the system’s automated debt accrual AI decides your wives are collateral.”

Cassaline snickered. Workers who got behind on their O2 taxes essentially became indentured servants. Synovatek loaned them the air at a ridiculous rate of interest. Like miners who'd been forced to buy all their goods at the company general store back on earth.

Another day older and deeper in debt...

“From what I hear, your transport ship isn’t even spaceworthy anymore. Needs major repairs, yes? While you wait, those fees are stacking higher than the slag heaps on Vermix. Of course... the company could buy you out. At a fair price.”

“In other words…” Grant growled. “You'd love to seize the ship over unpaid berthing fees if I don’t sell it to you and take pennies on the dollar for it.”

Zoric smiled. “It’s nothing personal. Just business.”

“Feels pretty fucking personal. I’ve had a fucking day and a half already, fuckface, and I’m not in the fucking mood. So why don't you and your buddies get lost and jerk each other off into a recycler vat.”

The goons bristled. That got em... Veridians had a cultural taboo about masturbation... sortof like a 'shall not spend their seed upon the ground' sorta deal.

Zoric’s face went into a mean frown. Probably wasn’t used to people who didn’t grovel and treat him like a fucking king.

“Jarl,” he said.

At a gesture from Cassaline the armed men drew stunrays and batons.

Grant’s lips curled into a humorless grin. “Now we’re talking!”

His good humor at the prospect of a fight seemed to confuse them. He grinned wider and addressed the security goons.

“If you boys knew what was about to happen, you'd suckstart those stun batons instead,” Grant said. “I'm gonna try to make it fair for you... ten against one, and I'll only fight with one hand.”

He drew his stump arm out for them to see.

They had to have a file on him. But how much did they know? Their faces went pale under the green seeing him walking around with a hand lopped off and still breathing. Any one of them would’ve bled out in a minute. The stump sent a ripple of unease through the thugs. A couple of them shuffled a step back. Even Cassaline’s smirk twitched.

“You know what we do about threats on a Class-9 necroplanet?” Grant said, stepping closer so the head of security had to back up, retreating with his boss’ hologram. “We don’t quit. We don’t die. We fight until the other guy hurts so bad he gives up or is dead.”

Cassaline’s face hardened. Probably regretting he was the one delivering the message in person. Veridian throat-sacs quivered when they felt threatened. This guy’s was thumping like a heartbeat.

Zoric’s voice was tight when he spoke again. “I see why they call you the Fleshmechanic.” He waved a hand. “I’m going to buy your indenture personally,” he said with a sneer “And then I’ll – ”

Grant smacked Cassaline in the ear with an open hand. Too fast to dodge. Too hard to shrug off. The executive went down, sprawling five feet across the deck. The video comms device went flying. Banged off a wall and rolled to a stop at Grant’s feet. So the distorted hologram projection swung crazily and left the senior executive looking up at Grant from the ground.

“Don’t ever fucking threaten me,” Grant said. “Next time I see you I’ll reach down your neck and yank your tongue out. After that and I won’t be so nice.”

Grant picked up the hockey-puck sized device and planted a knee in Cassaline’s stomach so he made a gagging sound, moth open. Then shoved the device down his throat. Left him making a choking sound in his throat and twitching. It happened so fast his men didn’t have time to react.

Zoric’s voice came tiny and muffled from inside the man’s cheeks. “How dare you! You’re going to regret ever setting foot in my station!”

“Pick him up. Get the fuck out of my face,” Grant said to the security guards. “You come for my ship, you better bring lot more than ten fuckin guys.”

The security ops picked him up and started hauling him away. Grant stood there staring at them until the executive was carried away by his men. The mercs parted like a tide, not meeting Grant’s eyes.

***

Grant passed the three layers of airlock security – retinal scan, voiceprint, and a janky biometric pad that zapped his stump for good measure – and stepped into the prison ship. The familiar hiss of recycled air like a soft cold blanket. Unlike the busted-down space station, his ship's systems were climate controlled with modern heat radiators, and he felt the sweat chill under his clothes in the cool air.

Home sweet home…

The sleestak prison ship had changed a lot since he'd first set foot on her. They’d sold off more than half the internal modules just to pay Synovatek’s mounting berthing fees. First to go was the Furbeeni medbay… couldn’t afford the lease anymore. So the hamster doctors packed up and relocated the entire module to the station proper. Since then, one module after another had gone up for auction on the commercial docking ring floor. Now all that was left was the bare-bones minimum: cargo bays, environmental systems, the bridge, engineering, and the prison module for living quarters. A ship stripped to its ribs.

He made his way down the long main spine corridor, boots echoing in the hollow space, and turned into the science module. The place had been gutted and rebuilt into Jane’s workshop, but half of one level had been converted into a budget infirmary. 

There was nobody in the examination room. Or the lab. Or the surgery.

“Chex!” Grant barked.

The hatch to the zero-gravity recovery pod slid open and the pink, whiskered nose of the furbeeni medtech poked out. Chex’s fur stuck up at odd angles. His whiskers twitched. PTSD in a hamster-shaped package.

“You're harshing my meditation cleanse,” Chex squeaked. Then his beady eyes widened at the stump. “Oh. I suppose you want that attached back on?”

“There’s the medical genius I know… figure that out by yourself?” Grant muttered. He flopped into the reclined medchair and dropped his severed hand – still packed in ice – onto the tray table. “Here’s the wetware.”

Chex waddled over, muttering under his breath. “You always bring me the fun jobs.”

“Oh, I’m not empty-handed… I brought party favors.” Grant dumped the filthy satchel of medical supplies he’d lifted off the cancer organ-leggers.

“Do I want to know?” the space-hamster asked, deftly sorting the pile with four hands.

“I’d try not to ask questions.”

Chex snatched up the supplies, inspecting them with a mix of disgust and professional approval. “You’re horrifyingly effective at this…”

“I should put that on a t-shirt,” Grant muttered under his breath.

As Chex prepped the arm for reattachment, Grant leaned his head back. “You know, I ran into your old furbeeni colleagues at the Slam deck medbay.”

Chex’s paws hesitated for half a second before he resumed sterilizing the stump. “Did they seem… happy?”

“They looked clean. Paid. Little sad. But their furry butts were in good shape.”

“You’re wondering why I didn’t go with them.”

Grant shrugged. “Not that I don't want you here. You’re a damn good medic. But I do have to wonder... Could’ve had an easier life with the rest of your kind.”

Chex shook his head, like a soldier remembering too much. “After what I’ve seen? After what we’ve done? I can’t go back to that life… all snuggle piles and singing harmonies about compassion. Living like... like an endless cycle of hugs and sharing circles. I’m not that medtech anymore.”

“Yeah,” Grant said softly. “I know the feeling.”

Chex shot him a flat look. “Ready? Hold still or I’ll sew your hand back on backwards.”

“Too bad, I was looking forward to a pirate hook.”

The whir of surgical tools filled the room as Chex went to work.

***

Grant flexed his freshly reattached hand as he left the science module, the fingers still stiff from the freezing but functional. The hamster said it would be back to normal in a couple days. Not that he’d been seriously worried about getting his hand back, but he breathed easier with it attached again.

He found Honey in the cafeteria, wearing an exosuit with four mechanical arms. The woman may have looked like Mia but Mia had never been this domestic. Seeing her this way, there was no confusing the two of them anymore.

“Oh thank goodness,” she sighed. “You’re back.” She leaned in, planting a quick kiss on his cheek. “Welcome home, dear.”

Honey drifted through the galley with her four exosuit robot arms balancing trays with ease. They’d kept the former captain’s exosuit in storage and taking sympathy on the overworked homemaker, Jane had reprogrammed it with housewife protocols for Honey.

Apron tied neat at the waist, smile brighter than the overheads, she set Grant’s plate down and gave his shoulder a little pat and a kiss on the cheek before setting her own place and sliding into the chair opposite him. She spoiled him... well she spoiled everyone, but him more than most. Like some retro-fifties housewife.

And Grant let her... half because it felt good, half because she seemed to genuinely enjoy it.

Alice had tried to talk her round to being a 'modern' woman for weeks. Had pushed her to train in some sort of career, and Honey had gamely tried hypno-tapes on piloting and engineering, but seemed miserable. Finally, Alice had relented and even suggested temp jobs on Slagport. Honey just shook her head, happier making sure everyone was well-fed, had clean clothes and someplace nice to return to after a long day's work in the shit jobs that were barely keeping them off the streets.

Grant figured if that’s what made her tick, no sense arguing.

“Darlings! It smells like heaven in here.”

Bonda had arrived. The slug swam across the deck and hopped into a chair at the table. Her natural perfume was like slightly spoiled corn oil.

“Honey, if you ever quit this ship, every restaurant on the Slam will fight to chain you to a stove,” the bright yellow slug enthused.

Honey gave her a smile and grabbed a plate of food for the hard-working slug. Grant observed her cleavage as she bent to serve the plate.

The alien shot Grant a sly grin. “I don’t think those are on the menu, no matter how hungry you are.”

Honey blushed, pleased, and Grant just chuckled, fork already halfway to his mouth. The slug gave a laughing gurgle. “You look like you’re about to lick the plate clean.”

Squeaks scuttled in a minute later, tool-belt still wrapped around her thorax until Honey made a stern comment and she stashed it on the coat hooks before sitting for dinner. She and Bonda chatted as they ate, the two-headed alien tech reciting a list of woes fixing busted regulators and finding air leaks she couldn’t quite kill. The big stuff like hull integrity and the void drive were still out of reach till a proper drydock, but she kept the little systems from imploding.

Grant was halfway through his meal and sweating from the spices. Honey cooked special meals for the two of them and Alice when she was in port. Weirdly good for cryo-preserved mystery meat and veg from the umbrian ship stores. Honey had the knack.

For creepy space vampires, their regular diet seemed a lot closer to what he'd had on Earth...

It made a strong case for the extinct species being what they would classify as necroplanet zombies these days. He almost wished they were still around she he could find out more about them.

Honey brought him seconds and sat down on his lap, apron bunched at the thighs, casual as anything. “Eat. You need strength.”

Grant smirked around his fork. “Trust me. Strength I got. It’s brains I keep runnin’ low on.”

After dinner he and the clone retired to the big holoscreen couch while Bonda and Squeaks played some incomprehensible video game across the room. As she sat down he stood behind the couch and massaged her shoulders. She melted into it until finally popping up and forcing him to sit while she pulled off his boot sand started massaging his feet.

He melted into it. Lost in the tension escaping his body.

“Honey… you ever have a day just makes you think you’re trying to force sewage up a pipe with a plunger?”

She was smart enough to cut to the chase. “You’re not letting anyone down,” she assured him.

“I’m not so sure. I don’t think I’m cut out for this.”

She glanced back, eyebrows raised. “Cut out for what?”

“Being a provider… a dad.” His voice was quieter than he expected. “I mean, look where I came from. I know I came from a necroplanet, but even for Earth I didn’t have the best upbringing. I don’t know what a happy family even looks like. Half the reason I’m still alive is spite. What kind of example is that?”

Honey’s smile softened, and she knelt in front of him. “Grant… you listen to me. None of that matters. So what if you grew up on a planet designed to kill you that turned you into an unstoppable monster? So what if planet Dirt forces kids to survive a dozen childhood diseases that would be biological warfare anywhere else – poxes, mumps, coughs, and colds? Where they put five-year-olds through paramilitary training called ‘Boy Scouts’? Or that your morning food rations were packed with so many chemicals, artificial colors, and sugar it could make a batsquatch overdose.”

As she went on Grant grew even more depressed at the thought.

“...or that your social bonding games as a child required you swung clubs and acquired enemy bases like tiny warlords? Or that rite of passage ritual where you were forced out of the nest like a krilloch bird at thirteen because your mother was a serial poisoner? Or...”

“Okay!” he cut her off. Then continued more softly. “I get it... but what's your point?”

“Garnt, you survived all that. That hell. And are still the most caring, loving hyumin man I have ever met.”

Considering she was a clone, and she had literally never met another man he wasn't sure how he felt about that, but he kept listening...

“And now?” she beamed happily. “Now you get to make the family you wanted as a kid. With all of us!”

He stared at her for a long second, caught somewhere between horror and laughter. “You’ve got a hell of a way of cheering a guy up.”

“Did it work?” she asked sweetly.

Grant shook his head with a sad smile. “Damn girl... You know, that might've been the nicest thing anyone ever told me.”

There was a clattering noise on the deck and Aubrey hopped through the cafeteria hatch, bouncing on all eight legs like she’d just hit the jackpot. Right behind her toddled the toy robot they’d stolen off the ghost ship, still following to her like a lost puppy. Its speakers kept coughing out bursts of alien gibberish the translator micronauts couldn’t parse… high-pitched warbles and grinding syllables that made everyone’s ears itch.

‘Grant!’

She hopped up in Honey's lap and danced excitedly from side to side.

Grant leaned back on the couch. “Uh, hey, how was your day? You teach that thing to fetch beers yet?”

Her mandibles clicked in excitement. ‘Better! I made progress with the Umbrian artifacts.’

The super-psychic alien kid had spent weeks messing with the stuff they'd brought back from the ghost ship. Fascinated by it. So far, she'd been the only one to have any luck even turning them on or off, seeing as they didn’t have controls like normal technology.

“They work?”

Bree nodded eagerly. ‘Yes! Sortof... maybe! Some of the controls operate on virtual switches inside the device by telekinesis... no buttons or hologram interface. But... I think telekinesis is only part of it. I think it's telepathic too.’

Grant froze genuinely surprised. “Telepathic? You’re tellin’ me the spooky bastards flew battlecruisers with good vibes and bad moods?”

‘Uh-huh! They used thought. Not just moving things with mind-force, but actual brainwaves. I think the tech listened to their thoughts and feelings.’

“Doesn't that only work on, like organic minds?”

“I know, right? Isn't that crazy? But this is just a theory... If Merin were here, she could help me prove it. She understands hyumin mind-patterns way better than I do.”

Her eyes shimmered, and the playful mood dipped. ‘When is big sis coming back?’

Grant’s gut tightened. He forced a casual shrug. “She’s… probably tied up on her last job. You know how it is. Schedules.” He hoped it sounded convincing.

The space-elf dropped messages from time to time. Just to let them know she was alive. But she’d been gone for weeks. Ever since confessing to Grant.

The toy robot trilled a cascade of nonsense syllables and promptly fell over, buzzing like a broken alarm clock.

Bree’s mandibles twitched. ‘I can see you don’t believe that in your thoughts. You're worried.’

Grant winced. She could read surface thoughts like reading a book. “Yeah, well, that’s called a white lie, kid. Sometimes you soften the truth so folks don’t stress.”

Her head tilted, confusion plain. ‘But why not tell the truth? Honesty is always best.’

He chuckled, reached out to pat her head so she squealed happily. “Because most of us aren’t built like you. You’re better than me, better than most of the galaxy. Keep that. Don’t ever let anyone talk you out of it.”

Footsteps echoed from the corridor a split second before the heavy clomp of boots and the hiss of a pressure seal blew open.

‘Oh, I forgot what I came to tell you…’

A figure in a hazard-orange hazmat suit barged into the dining area like a goddam maniac. It was short, squat, and armored like a nuclear janitor: goggle-eyed helmet, steam-venting backpack, powered gauntlets.

“I HAVE YOU NOW!” the figure screamed, diving on Grant and tackling him to the floor hard enough to rattle the cutlery.

“Fucking hell!” Grant wheezed. “I think you cracked a rib.”

The helmet hissed and popped free with a twist. Boomi's bright red eyes sparkled under sweaty bangs and twitching antennae. She beamed down at him. “Hi Honey!”

“Hello Boomi,” Honey smiled, indulging her.

After she’s scrabbled up from the floor and said hi to the others she gave Honey a peck on the cheek and a one-armed hug.

“Sanitization run was a blast today! We had a Type-3 tree mite outbreak in hydroponics again. Corroded deck panel failed under my weight and splat, right into the nest. It was like getting a bubble bath in screaming larva.”

Honey turned pale. “Oh sweet heavens.”

“They were biting everywhere,” Boomi giggled. “But they’re mostly harmless unless you count dermal liquefaction. Which I don’t.”

“You should,” Honey looked sick.

“Nah, I sprayed half the deck with nitric foam and just kind of… surfed it out. Wheeee! Anyway, what’s for dinner?”

“Showers!” Honey insisted. “You’re tracking filth all over my clean floors.”

“But I’m eating, for like, lots! You wouldn’t starve children would you?”

“Out! Showers. Now.” Honey glared. She turned to Grant. “This is your job! Don’t let her back in here until she’s cleaned up.”

***

The old prison showers were still tiled in corporate gray and smelled like mildew, soap, and the ghosts of masturbating prisoners. Boomi unsealed her hazmat suit and with Grant’s help wriggled out with a sigh. Underneath, she wore a pair of prison-issued bras to support her newly hefty chest balloons. She stripped them off and let out a low moan of relief, massaging them in both hands.

“That bad, huh?”

“Feels like my girls spent all day wrestling with vacuum eels.”

Grant stepped into the adjacent stall and let the water hit his back. His hand still ached from the surgery, but it moved. Mostly.

“Wish you'd take it easier,” he mumbled.

“Ha! Even a point five percent reduction in oxygen production from the enviro-tree is a three percent increase in the O2 tax... Every tree mite nest is money in people’s pockets. Including us.”

Boomi was massaging her sore boobs under the hot water, eyes fluttered closed in relief. Grant glanced over. Despite everything… the shipboard life, the chaos, the babies… her body was still compact and tight, hips wide, waist trim. Bump growing. It seemed like every week she showed more.

He had a hard time complaining her tits were bigger now.

She caught him looking and gave a smile. “Wanna help? No funny business!”

He didn’t need a second invite.

His hands slid around her from behind, fingers gently easing the tension from her breasts, then slipping down to her hips as she sighed. Her back pressed into him.

“Garnt...”

His voice was low. “Yeah?”

“We can’t.”

“We’re just massaging.”

“That is not your hand poking me in the back.”

He paused. “Okay, so it’s like, ninety percent massage.”

She turned and pushed him away with a wet smack. “Dr. Chex said no more babies. You nearly put me in the hospital with the last one.”

Grant held up his hands. “Hey, hey. I’m not arguing. Just admiring.”

She looked down.

“Also, that needs to calm down.”

He gave a helpless shrug. “You said help, I helped.”

Boomi gave him a kiss. A real one. Deep. Wet. Lingering. And then smacked his chest and twisted the faucet handle to COLD.

“Enjoy your shrinkage.”

Grant hissed under the blast and slammed his forehead into the tile. “Mother of meatsharks.”

Behind him, Boomi laughed like she was already telling the story to the other sanitation techs. He'd just handed her a week's worth of bragging rights.

And the cold shower was having no effect...

***

Grant spent an hour on the bridge going over finances, looking to see if the numbers had magically changed since yesterday. The visit from the Synovatek exec wasn’t good. And in retrospect he probably shouldn’t have bitch-slapped the guy into next week.

He finally closed the system checks down and decided to call it a day. He closed the hatch to the bridge and made his way aft, past the old cell block and down the spine of the ship toward the cargo bay. He was beat to hell, still sore from the fight, the amputation, the reattachment, and the erection that wouldn’t die. Time for some damn peace and quiet.

Inside the cargo bay, he felt a tug of relief seeing his battered old pickup truck and camper in a puddle of light in the empty dark space. String of patio lights illuminating the lawn chairs and barbeque he'd set up as his quiet place for retreat and relaxation. He immediately felt the pull of gravity return and after taking a deep breath he relaxed into it like a warm bath. Most aliens came from low gravity worlds – Boomi being an exception – and the standard gravity on the rest of the ship and the space station was way lower than Grant was used to. He'd managed to get Jane to adjust the local gravity in the cargo hold to Earth-standard and despite the extra effort it felt... comforting. A little bit of home. It also let him work out with his weights to maintain his muscle mass.

His old faithful pickup sat to the side like a rusted altar. Engine out, most of the parts replaced with scavenged tech. The wheels were already off and replaced with disc-like anti-grav units. Grant had been slowly converting it to run on galactic battery cells. Earth gasoline didn’t exactly grow on asteroids.

He thought about wrenching on it a bit. Instead, he spotted something. Movement. Inside the camper.

Grant paused. Shadow flickered in front of the light behind the windowshade. 

What now?

He stepped up, pushed the door open, and peered in.

Boomi was waiting. Wearing an outfit that could charitably be described as 'too short'. Leopard print, thigh-highs, and even wobbling on a pair of high heels as she practiced walking.

Geezus... she'll fall and break her neck...

Belatedly Grant realized it was one of the stripper outfits Mia had left behind in his truck the night he was abducted. Grant blinked.

“What are you wearing?” he froze, staring at the tight little outfit

She jumped, balancing on the heels to turn and face him like a colt standing for the first time. She grinned. “I wanted to surprise you.” She turned and modelled the stripper outfit. “Is it too slutty?”

“Of course. Its great! You skin that cat yourself?”

“You liiiiike?” she said coyly, adjusting her boobs in the too-small top.

“Oh, I'm digging it. But...”

“What?”

“What happened to all that talk about no sex?”

The albino-pale girl got a guilty look. “Chex said it was medically unwise for you to, and I quote, 'insert your necroplanet-grade DNA with your customary virility into my very fragile, very overworked pelvic cradle.'“

Grant snorted.

She stepped forward, heels wobbling. “He never said anything about the rest of me.”

She kissed him, slow and warm, and pulled his shirt off over his head. Close enough her bump pressed to his hardening cock. Her skin was warm. Her hands roamed his chest.

He caught her hips. “You sure about this?”

“I'm sure about you.”

Damn… he’d never got the appeal of pregnancy porn before this. But now…

He swept her off her feet before she could fall down and they tumbled back onto the camper bed in a tangle of limbs, laughter, and too many zippers. Five minutes later the camper thudded with rhythmic motion as the windows fogged.

Boomi shrieked with pleasure, her voice echoing through the cargo bay like a malfunctioning alarm. She thrashed beneath Grant on the mattress, kicking her heels and pounding her fists as he fingerbanged her to the edge a third time. Her albino body gleamed with sweat, antennae shaking wildly as they glowed bright pink.

“NO MORE!” she cried, gasping for breath, eyes wild. “I… CAN’T… BREATHE!”

“You can breathe just fine,” Grant said, grinning. “You’re screaming.”

“Ungh… why are you… ungh… being so mean… ungh… and holding me… ungh… down…” she moaned.

“Someone has to teach you a lesson,” he smiled.

“Unghhhhh…. That’s so hot,” she gasped.

He pinned her squirming hips with his weight and resumed the thrusting into her g-spot. His fingers curling to jab the sensitive spot just under her pubic bone. He’d dated a born-again girl once who only gave it up after he fingerblasted her to bliss. Had got good at it.

Boomi bucked like a prize-winning rodeo pony, flailing and moaning.

“No… no… no…” she pleaded. “Too much!” Grant didn’t notice until too late that she shandwiched his wrist between her thighs and almost stood on her head she came so hard.

Kerrrrunch!

Pain. Splash of wetness. Grant’s stomach dropped.

He fell off the bed.

Boomi finished trembling and collapsed to the mattress, gasping. Her eyes went wide. She froze.

Then, slowly, she lifted her leg, revealing Grant’s severed hand still trapped between her thighs. It lay there still inside her like a Halloween decoration.

“Oh… shit…” he breathed as blood pumped energetically from his stump.

“Oh stars,” Boomi whispered.

Grant stared at the stump.

She stared at the hand.

He stared at her.

“OH STARS I BROKE YOU,” she wailed. “I SNAPPED YOUR HAND OFF WITH MY SEXY HIPS… OH GRANT I’M SO SORRY I’M TOO STRONG… MY GRANDMOTHER WARNED ME THIS WOULD HAPPEN—”

“It’s fine,” Grant croaked. Stumbled to grab the nearest thing he could use as a tourniquet and settled on grabbing the leopard-print thigh-high stockings.

Boomi’s face crumpled. “It’s NOT fine! I broke you! I’m a monster!”

Grant felt sick with guilt as he tied the stocking tight. “You didn’t break me,” he said, sitting up and fishing the hand out from under her like a dropped remote. “Chex reattached it earlier. I just didn’t... get around to mentioning it.”

Boomi blinked. “Wait, what?”

“I… lost it in a fight at Bay 54 tonight,” he added.

Boomi’s eyes got bigger. “Lost it… in a fight…?”

“Uhhh… yeah.”

“That’s—” her face contorted. “That’s… actually kinda hot.”

When they had woken up Chex and the grumbling space-hamster finished berating him for not following instructions and overusing his hand, Boomi sat back in the medchair watching as it got glued back on. Grant sat staring at her and ignoring the meaty sounds of reconstructing his missing limb. Way more pleasant to consider.

“Is it okay if we go back to bed later?” Boomi asked the medtech.

“If you don’t do more of… whatever you were doing… then yes,” the hamster snapped. “Of at least do it left-handed.”

“You want to spend the night in my camper after all this?” he asked.

“I like it there,” she said.

“You like the rust, stained bedsheets and the occasional whiff of motor oil?”

“I like you. I like that our kids will have a safe home. I like that we made something real. Even if it’s a little beat up.”

Grant wanted to believe that. He made the mistake and looking at Chex jamming his hand back on and quickly looked away again. He didn't say anything. Back on Earth he'd bounced from one low-paying job to the next with only himself to worry about. Looking after a family was a lot more of a challenge. And some part of him deep down knew that he was doing a shit job of it right now.

Boomi shifted to rest her chin on her palm. “I know our finances are tight until the ship is fixed... but you'll figure something out. You always do.”

A few minutes later and Chex was done, sending them on the way with one more stern warning. They walked hand in hand – on his left side – and it wasn’t much of a romantic stroll but being with Boomi made up for it. Back in bed he kissed her forehead and wrapped his arms around her, keeping the silence. Outside, the camper creaked in the cargo bay like a metal beast sleeping off a hangover. Inside, everything was soft skin and warm and smelled like a very satisfied woman...

He didn't have the heart to tell her how bad the debt was getting. Not tonight.

***

He was taking his turn in Jane’s room a day later when his comms told him Alice was back in port.

Grant woke up to the low buzz of his wrist com chiming from the floor beside the bed. The tone said it was the RADIO ZERO channel – the galaxy’s least trustworthy but most enthusiastic space traffic alert system.

>INCOMING VESSEL:

>Redshift Darling

>ETA: 47 MINUTES.

>DOCKING BAY 92A

>STANDBY FOR OFFLOAD

The hologram blazed to life with the urgency of a pharmaceutical side-effect disclaimer, splashing across his vision in hyper-aggressive orange font. The light filled the former cell as the message scrolled across it. 

“Brought to you by SpaceCorps Logistics! Because if it’s late, leaking, or potentially explosive – we still count it as on time!”

He was instantly awake, feeling a spurt of excitement. He hadn't been expecting her back from the round-trip to Vermix for two days. And he desperately needed her advice on what to do about the situation with Synowatek. Beside him, Jane let out a soft groan and rolled over, burying her face under the blanket.

“No. No you're not.”

“I gotta,” Grant said, voice gravelled with sleep. “Alice is back early.”

“She wasn’t due for two days,” Jane protested. Her voice was muffled but furious. “Why are we awake... we just got to bed like... three hours ago.”

“Technically, we got to bed five hours ago... you kept us awake for two of them.”

She peeked out from under the blanket, pink hair a mess, eyes half-lidded. “This is your fault. You and your criminally expert tongue.”

Grant smirked. “You want me to write a formal apology? I can spell it out with my tongue in your pussy...”

She shivered and clutched the blanket closer protectively, but she was smiling. “Don't you dare! Go. Get out. Sate your lust on Alice... Say hello from me and try not to have sexual relations with her in front of the whole docking bay.”

“No promises,” he muttered, pulling on pants.

***

The smell of burnt brake pads hung over the docking bay. Alice said space had a smell… something about the way oxygen atoms interacted with vacuum. She said it smelled like walnuts to her, but to Grant it was just a whiff of burnt metal. Like welding fumes.

The commercial docking ring was the lowest deck on the station… a circular ring of bare metal and noise where freight-class space trucks came and went like a parade of tired elephants hauling cargo. Automated loaders beeped in legal liability compliance tones. Steam vents hissed like disgruntled cats. Cargo cubes rattled and banged from offloading. Somewhere, a forklift was loudly filing a workplace grievance against its operator.

“Attention valued operator: due to your repeated mishandling, this unit has downgraded your user rating to two stars. Per section 14-b of the Mechanical Rights Charter, a formal harassment complaint has been filed. Please enroll in a ZapLift™ Customer Re-Education Seminar for a chance to restore privileges. Early bird discount available!”

Above it all, a flashing holographic banner from Synovatek spun slowly, proudly proclaiming: “MOVING THE GALAXY – WHETHER IT WANTS TO OR NOT”. Replicated on a dozen arrivals schedule screens that refreshed every minutes, was the anti-union policy.

>Join the Preferred Shipping list today!

>Just sign your LEGALLY BINDING contract to VOTE NO to unionization.

>YOUR COMPLIANCE IS OUR LUXURY – DON'T WASTE IT!

With another line scrolling underneath in aggressive corporate optimism:

“Synovatek is legally compelled to welcome Independent Contractors: Enjoy the Freedom to Die Screaming in Vacuum…”

Grant had to shove past a wall of dock workers in exosuits unloading sealed canisters of mineral slurry. They wore mismatched vacsuits, duct tape patches, and tired expressions of someone near the end of a ten-hour shift. Nobody asked why you were there or even looked at you unless you were in their way. 

Synovatek owned the mining operation outright, but they relied on dozens of short-haul ‘space trucks’ coming and going unloading ore and picking up supplies for transport to the half-dozen major mining operations in the Uvala system. The teamsters were all independent contractors out here on the frontier in a shithole system like this since they were the only ones desperate enough to work under these crap conditions.

It reminded Grant of the old days on Earth. These were the same kind of long-haul bastards who'd risk it all for a half-share and a back-end cut. Sun-scorched, half-broke, and stubborn as hell.

Grant kinda liked them… They hated Synovatek and the corporation hated them. It was the kind of mutual understanding that gave him a comforting familiarity.

He pushed through the offboarding queue toward the cracked glassine observation deck window, watching the docking holograms update like a lottery feed. The worn lounge hadn't been updated since Leviathan Colonial owned the place a hundred years ago. It looked like a condemned airport waiting room from the 1950s. Real pulp-comic retro-future feel. Space-age chair designs with cracked fake leather seating and the faded mural of corporate propaganda icon Captain Trance Titanium grinning down with unsettling zeal. The mural was chipped and faded but the muscular hero of Leviathan Colonial's “Stellar Vanguard” was as defiant as ever, arms akimbo, pointing off toward some imaginary star cluster, with the motto splashed behind him in flaking red paint:

THE FRONTIER ISN’T GOING TO EXPLOIT ITSELF! (But you will!)

The arrivals display flickered, then updated. His eyes ran down the list of ships until he found it.

>RED SHIFT DARLING - DOCKING NOW - BAY 92A

Grant grinned.

He turned and hoofed it down the access ramp to the industrial freight level… a jungle of scaffolds, power couplings, cargo bots, and deckhands in armored vacuum suits. Sparks flew from welders. An exosuit stomped past carrying a shipping container like it weighed nothing. Someone screamed in frustration about a missing crate of nutri-lube from the latest shipment.

He spotted her ship... his ship, technically... the Redshift Darling, squatting like a sleek red dildo at the end of the line. It still looked a lot like what it had been in its former life as a prison shuttle, though Alice had painted it bright red with racing stripes and added a dented chrome spoiler that served no aerodynamic function in space. The cartoon red devil painted on the side was supposed to be from some cartoon show back on Earth that Alice loved and he'd never heard of.

Smashy Doinks? Something like that...

A series of cargo pods started dropping free from the shuttle’s belly, each caught by magnetic tethers. Two loaders cursed and gestured as they wobbled them onto a waiting hand loader. The Darling wasn’t exactly designed for hauling cargo, and had to be manually emptied instead of using the conveyor-belt autoloader.

Above, the cockpit hatch popped like a soda can and a pale figure with a coppery red head of hair launched herself out of it. Alice tossed her duffel bag aside before her feet even hit the deck. Twenty feet down, no ladder. She stuck the landing, startling the deck crews. Anyone else would’ve just broken their legs in two places.

Red hair, Space Y-issue pilot suit half unzipped to show a sports bra, Alice glanced around. She saw Grant and her face lit up like Christmas morning.

“GRANT!”

She barreled across the deck, dodging forklifts and pissed-off mechanics, then leapt the last six feet and slammed into him like a crash-landing with boobs.

“Missed you, asshole,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him like she was trying to taste his lungs. “Ohmigod you smell so good, I missed you soooo much... and my vibrator died on day three.”

Grant staggered back a step but caught her, laughing into her mouth. “Well, I guess we better get you recharged.”

A loader bot beeped angrily at them.

“Suck my ion vent,” Alice snapped, flipping it off without looking.

She kissed grant again, tongue sliding inside his mouth, eyes glittering.

Alice finally came up for air, grinning. “So. What did I miss? You still have all your limbs? Or at least the important ones?”

“Nope. Pretty boring without you.”

“Ooooh! I bet.”

Grant smiled and kissed her. “Let's get you back to the ship. Maybe put this energy to work doing something besides flight maneuvers.”

Alice groaned. “Nuh-uh. Not fast enough. I filed my clearance papers two days ago from orbit. If we don't have sex right now, I'm going to claw my skin off. You don't wanna bend me over a cargo pod, then you better find us a room, fast.”

Goddam... Jane was right... it was harder than he'd thought not banging her on the spot.

She hopped down and stuffed a hand down his pants, finding his cock already getting a chub.

Fuck... she was serious...

“God, a want you,” she said, breath hot against his ear. “If I have to wait another ten minutes I might explode.”

“Bad news, you're gonna explode one way or the other,” he growled in her ear, grabbing her by the hips. She shivered and bit her lip.

“Oh... fuck...” she moaned.

Then suddenly the mood was holed by a missile and crashed into the surface of a small moon.

A voice behind him said, “Hey! Fleshmechanic! The purple ninja fight! That was you, right?”

Grant turned to see a wiry dockworker with a neon-green fur and too many eyes. The guy beamed. “Man, that fight was insane! You were bleeding out, had one arm, and still turned that guy into purple paste. Brutal. Legendary.”

Alice froze.

“Bleeding out? One arm?” she said slowly, turning to glare at Grant. “What the hell is he talking about?”

“It was nothing…”

Alice hopped down off of Grant and turned on the hapless green-furred deckhand. “You have ten seconds to tell me what happened before I shave you bare and put you in a dress on the Slam!”

Grant immediately wished the dockworker had never been born and gave him a glare that told him so.

“Uh – well – you see – he, uh – ” the alien stammered.

“Don't look at him,” Alice growled. “You're talking to me!”

“He got his arm cut off during a prize fight,” the guy finished, voice squeaking. “But he won! So it's fine?”

She swiveled her angry gaze on Grant like a gun turret. Pale eyebrows almost touching as the fury spread over her expression. Grant tried to de-escalate. “Okay, so maybe I forgot to mention a few things—”

Alice shoved him back. “You forgot to mention losing a goddamn arm?”

“It was temporary! Chex stitched it back on.”

“That is not the point!” She jabbed a finger at his chest. “You're going to be a father now, Grant! You have kids on the way! You have wives… multiple! You can't just go brawling like some idiot teenager in the Slam! What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking,” Grant yelled. “That we were out of money. That Synovatek is about to seize the ship. That we’re one bad invoice away from being O2-indentured dirt farmers on some frozen moon.”

He stepped back, breathing hard. His voice dropped. “I was thinking I needed to do something to make money.”

That shut her up.

Alice stared at him. The fury drained out of her expression. She looked hurt. Then she turned without a word and walked away across the deck.

Grant stood there, jaw tight, hands balled into fists.

The dockworker cleared his throat. “Uh... still a big fan, though. Sorry.”

Grant gave him one more glare. 

Grant caught up to her near the crowded rental lockers, getting angrier the more she made him feel guilty. Finally managing to grab her arm and spin her around. Alice yanked away, but when he saw her face, his anger drained.

Tears.

Her eyes were red, jaw clenched. She opened her mouth, but the words came out raw. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled. You were just... you were just trying to take care of us.”

He softened. He'd been prepared for a yelling match and now the energy drained out of him like a bad exhaust line. “Ali—”

“I got scared, okay?” she whispered, voice trembling. “The thought of losing you... it hit me wrong. I lashed out. I feel like shit.”

She threw herself at him, face buried against his chest.

***

The commercial docking ring had a run-down set of cheap services for spacers who were just off the haul. Bars, massage parlors, and tiny rooms to crash in. Grant slid the key card to the dingy capsule hotel one-handed without looking and the hatch hissed open. From the built-in public broadcasting hologram in the corridor the image of Henz Zoric managed to be everywhere.

“Workin' hard or hardly workin', am I right? Just kidding – you better be working. I’m Henz Zoric, and I started just like you: barefoot, penniless, and already a junior VP. But I never forgot my roots. That’s why I take time out of my busy yacht tours to remind you: labor is dignity! Whether you're unclogging a nutrient sluice or manually defrosting cryogenic waste, you're part of the Synovatek family. And families don’t unionize. Keep grinding, heroes! Someone in corporate is watching.”

The hotel room door cut off the corporate propaganda as it slammed shut behind them. Let Grant tumble the redhead into room. It was the kind of room with credit-swipers on the sticky VR porn goggles over the bed, and complimentary stains on every surface.

Alice was on him before the lock clicked shut. Her kisses were desperate now, not playful. Her fingers fumbled with his jacket, his belt, clawing at his clothes like she needed skin contact or she'd suffocate.

Grant matched her move for move, tossing aside her kit bag and pushing her hard to the tiny bed. They fell together in a mess of humping limbs, Alice pulling him on top, her legs wrapping around his hips. She moaned into his neck as he kissed his way down her collarbone.

“I missed you,” she breathed. “I hated being away.”

He kissed the edge of her jaw. “Yeah? Could’ve fooled me back there.”

She let out a shaky laugh, eyes glassy. “I’m a mess without you. I hate feeling like I need someone. But I do. I need you, Grant.”

The confession rocked him more than the kiss. He paused, brushed a strand of hair from her face. She looked up at him with such vulnerability that he felt something tight snap in his chest.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

Alice let out a breath like she'd been holding it for weeks. Then she reached down between his legs, arched her hips, and whispered in his ear, “Then prove it.”

She raced to get him naked and jumped between his legs to yank his erection into her hand. But once she was staring at it eye-to-eye she slowed to a halt. Savoring his cock like she wanted to memorise it. Delicately playing with it in her mouth. That lasted about a minute before she was pounding it down her throat. That same sharp tongue and saucy mouth she’d bitched him out with was now hoovering is cock like it was the only source of oxygen on the station.

She kept giving surprised sounds, like she was watching a horror movie and getting jump-scared. It was turning him on.

“God I missed you,” she whispered, looking into his eyes as she stroked him next to her open mouth.

“You gonna keep choking on that thing?” he asked. “Or are you gonna take that jumpsuit off?”

She savored the taste of him on her mouth one last time, leaving a wet trail from the tip to her tongue as she pulled away, eyes shut in bliss. Then just nibbling the end of his cock with her lips she pulled her bra down, exposing her tits like a dare.

She hooked her thumbs in the elastic waist of her jumpsuit and peeled it down over her hips, taking her panties with it and was on all fours while he was still trying to recover from the stunning sight of her perfect, pale ass. She was soaking wet but he still had to stretch her open with his cock until she whimpered and bit her lip, adjusting to his size.

She came in about thirty seconds. Then again two minutes later, and a third time before the ten-minute mark. Unable to make words, just whimper her needs to him as he rode her. Tongue sticking out of her lips, bitten to keep from screaming, and finally leaving a slime trail of saliva dripping onto her chin. She made noises somewhere between the sound of having a splinter teased out with a needle and the first bite of your favorite meal. Making fists in the mattress and gasping for more as he held onto her hips. When she started to speed up, pushing back against him, he gripped her by the braid and used it like a bridle to make her slow down. Edging her tight pink pussy until he was ready.

When her moans started to get desperate he rolled her onto her back.

“Where do you want it?” he asked her.

She blushed. “You know where…”

“Yeah but I like to hear you say it,” he said, teasing her more with his fingers.

“Come inside my pussy,” she said breathily and spread her legs wide, feet in the air, welcoming him.

It was a race to the finish line. Both of them losing control so fast he couldn’t tell if she came around his cock first or it was his juice filling her up that sent her over the top. Not that it mattered as he felt the tension and need releasing into her like a flood. When they’d both stopped shaking, she stirred her hips with him inside her, sighing happily.

They lay tangled in the aftermath, still touching, still close. Her head on his chest, his fingers tracing lazy circles along her spine.

“The room stinks… like old socks and armpits,” Alice mumbled.

Grant chuckled. “I think that's you, baby.”

She laughed, weak but real. Then curled closer.

“Talk to me about money. How bad is it?”

“Bad enough,” he said. “We should talk about it on the ship.”

“We’ll figure it out,” she said softly.

Grant didn’t reply.

But in the silence, he made himself a promise: Whatever it took, he’d find a way to take care of them.

***

Back on the ship, steam curled off the surface of the hydrotherapy pool, hot and thick and glorious. Alice lay back in the churning water with her eyes closed, red hair plastered to her shoulders, making low noises that sounded somewhere between a moan and a religious experience.

“Three weeks in that postage-stamp fresher,” she sighed. “I think my bones were dirty.”

Grant sat back against the rim of the tub, admiring the view. “I kinda like you as a dirty girl.”

Alice’s eyes snapped open in mock offense. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” Grant said, stroking one of her long legs. “All that grease and carbon scoring on your face? Hot.”

“Gross,” she said, grinning – and then she pulled him closer in the hot water and kissed him. Just like that. Tongue and teeth and hands with a mission. Suddenly his fingers were sinking into the ginger curls between her legs and she was stroking his cock. Need snapped across the gap between them like a broken wire.

Once in that crappy hotel room was not going to be enough. For either of them.

She swam onto his lap… climbed him like a ladder. They were about one grope away from a replay of their hotel session when Grant’s skull lit up with a warning pulse. A sharp ding of pain behind his eyes, like a migraine made of static.

<Error: Main Airlock Breach. Intrusion Detected.>

Then another voice came over the shipwide PA system… the feminine, cheerful voice of the ship’s backup AI.

“Hello esteemed guests! We are experiencing a minor security hiccup near the forward vestibule! Please remain calm and proceed to the buffet lounge for complimentary appetizers and immersive grief counseling!”

Both of them jerked apart. “Shit. Was that a real announcement?”

Grant pressed a heel of his hand to his head massaging the sudden headache. “It's real... I think the ship control nanytes just freaked out in my head.”

Alice blinked, hair dripping. “If someone broke in through the main airlock...” she trailed off.

Grant was already hopping out of the tub. Grabbed a towel and slapped it around his waist. “I know... from the airlock it’s a straight run to the bridge.”

Alice was out of the tub, streaming water, already grabbing her clothes. Seeing Grant rushing out in nothing but a towel she swore and only paused to grab her Space-Y issue plain white panties off the deck. After nearly faceplanting trying to hop into them she growled and tossed them aside, grabbing a towel around her waist as she followed.

“Grant… if they shut off the antihijack protocols—” she yelled.

“I know… They could flush every one of us right out the airlock,” Grant finished. He tapped his comms bracelet. “Honey? You there?”

“Garnt!” what's happen—”

Static from the comms. Then silence.

A moment later, the cheerful voice of the ship's backup AI system crackled over the speakers:

“Oopsie-daisy! False alarm! There are absolutely no armed intruders breaching the vessel, nope, not a one. Please disregard any prior warnings and proceed to Deck Alpha-2 for today's impromptu LIMBO CONTEST! Yes, you heard right – first prize goes to the crew member with the most limbs still attached! As a safety precaution, definitely do not bring weapons. That would just be unsportsmanlike.”

Grant groaned. “Fuck.”

Together, they bolted down the corridor in towels, barefoot and dripping. They made it up one deck and rounded a corner that would lead to the rec room...

...and froze.

Half a dozen humanoids in sleek stealth suits waited ahead, metallic-blue armor with no visible seams, faces hidden behind expressionless chrome masks. No insignia. No markings. Just death on legs. The lead cyborg raised a sleek stun carbine. Alice stepped up beside him, wet hair still dripping down her neck.

“Well,” Grant said, eyeing the one in front. “Nice to see the Blue Man Group upgraded their costumes.”

***


Chapter 10    : Come on in, the Gravity’s Fine

Grant and Alice didn’t wait for the cyborgs to speak. They just looked at each other, shared a silent nod, and picked targets. Grant counted ten. Elite, armored techno-ninjas in state-of-the-art stealth suits versus two pissed-off humans in towels.

Grant nodded. “I'll take the five on the left.”

“I get the five on the right.”

Grant stepped forward, fists clenched, heart hammering.

Then all hell broke loose – but not from him.

The cyborg on the far right twitched. Then, in a blur of impossible motion, drew his vibroblade and decapitated the man next to him. Blood, synthetic fluid and sparks shooting out of the stump. Then with a swift reversal, drew the blade across his own neck and staggered two steps before bleeding out.

Grant blinked. “What the fuck?”

The blue techno-ninja behind the one with the blade fired his rifle point-blank into a squadmate’s back, lasering his spine stack in half. Grant was still trying to understand why they'd turned on each other when the rest staggered like dominoes falling out of sync. The ninjas moved as one, turning on the one with the laser and in moments he was dead.

Suddenly an invisible force hurled the closest ninja into the bulkhead with bone-crushing force, armor helmet crumpling like foil and the head under it like a raw egg. Two others staggered, hands grabbing their heads and convulsing – until their mirror-surface helmets popped like overripe fruit, spraying pink mist across the corridor.

The last ones had stabbed each other to death.

Grant hadn’t even raised a fist.

Alice, soaked, towel knotted on one hip, gawked. “You just saw what I saw, right?”

“Uh... yeah.”

From the shadows behind the carnage came a scuttling sound.

The basketball-sized psychic arachnid skittered out from a ceiling vent and landed on the chest of a dying cyborg, all eight of her glossy red legs absorbing the impact. She chirped with joy.

‘Did you see?’ Bree squeaked telepathically, eyes glowing. ‘Did you see what I did? I killed them all with my brain! Like pow! Pow! POW!’

Grant grinned, genuinely impressed. “Damn, Bree. You’re a one-bug wrecking crew.”

Then one of the cyborgs, not quite dead, raised a dart gun.

Pfft.

The dart hit Aubrey square in the thorax. She squealed, legs curling, and collapsed.

Alice stomped the bastard’s neck like she was stepping on a roach. Synthetic spine cracked with a pop.

Grant scooped up Aubrey with one arm. “Bree? Bree you okay?” he asked, but the alien girl was limp.

Alice picked up the dart gun and checked the load. Ejected a dart into her palm and examined the tiny print on the ammo. “Just a sedative,” she said. “But also laced with Ephemeral,” she said. “Somebody came prepared.”

Ephemeral was the drug that suppressed psychic powers. If they knew that they'd need it against the crew, what else did they know…

Alice picked up a fallen vibroblade and a sleek pistol. “This might not be all of them. We need to get to the others.”

Grant grabbed a laser carbine and they sprinted through the corridor, water still dripping from their bodies. Running so fast he barely kept his towel up. They hit the module rec area... semi-domestic chaos pit with piles of snacks, holomags, and series of hovering discs that was Bree’s equivalent of a cat tower.

And more ninjas. Half a dozen. All armed.

Grant dove behind the oversized Taurian bean bag as stunbeams sparked the air.

Alice slid behind the couch and returned fire with the stolen pistol. One of the ninjas went down with an electronic shriek.

“We’re pinned,” she growled.

Grant nodded. “Well... in bad news they're using stunbeams so they want to capture us alive...”

“That's cheerful. What’s the good news?”

“Only one way through, so there’s no complicated decisions to make.”

She sighed. “Straight line?”

“Straight line.”

He tucked Bree safely behind the beanbag, counted down from three on his fingers and together he and Alice waded into the stunbeams.

Each of them took hits before they made three steps. Grant took three beams in the ribs, one grazing his thigh. Pain and numbness flared. He didn’t stop. These assholes were about to find out what the sleestak had wished they'd never discovered.

Stunbeams only made Earthlings pissed off.

The towel was gone, lost somewhere, his skin steaming with sweat and fury as he closed to hand-to-hand. He grabbed the first ninja by the neck and slammed him into the wall so hard his helmet crumpled. Spun to face the blade-armed ninja already swinging. Parried with the carbine. Elbow to jaw. Knee to chest. Something cracked – hard to tell if it was the armor or the man-machine inside it – but the ninja was staggered on his feet. Easy target when Grant picked him up and snapped his back over one knee.

Alice was a blur, sliding under a table and coming up with a leaping kick that took one ninja clean off his feet. She landed on him, jabbing the pistol under his chin. Pfft of laser beam at point blank. Dead.

Like most alien species Grant had encountered, these ninjas were from low gravity worlds that had never developed strong musculature or skeletons. The slender figures had bird bones. And when they met the densely muscled earthlings the stealth-suit reflexes were useless, bones snapped like twigs, and armor cracked under the ridiculous gravity-born strength of the two necroplanet natives.

The last cyborg tried to backpedal, weapon raised.

“Stop!” he shouted. “Just stop! You don’t have to—”

He didn’t finish.

A white blur slammed into him at shin height. Grant watched as the intruder seemed to flip up into the air, end over end, and slam to the deck with a loud groan.

Then the small white shape was back, and Grant watched the tiny toy robot from the Umbrian ghost ship run and leap into the ninja like a torpedo, full-speed, tiny fists flailing. The ninja’s ribs caved in. He crumpled with a wheeze and a wet snap.

Grant stared, wide-eyed. “...Holy shit.”

The robot tumbled head over foot and when it slid to a halt, it slowly righted itself and trotted over to prod Bree protectively.

Alice blinked. “Did it just—”

“Yeah,” Grant said, breathing hard. “Remind me to never threaten to take away her toys again.”

***

On their way to reach the spine corridor, they had to pass through the three-tiered honeycomb cellblock and that’s where Grant’s overconfidence hit the pavement. Maybe it had been a setup from the start, or maybe the technoninjas had battle tactics computers in their brains that had already analyzed Grant and Alice’s tactics.

Either way they walked into a blast of concentrated fire in the block.

The intruders must’ve decided Alice looked like the easiest target and the entire squad’s stunrays blasted into her at once. She staggered back, hit the wall and slumped there a moment. By the time Grant grabbed her and used his body as a shield for both Bree and Alice she’d taken a couple dozen shots and was barely standing.

That’s when the grenade lobbed across the room to land at his feet.

The cloud of yellow gas that spewed out burned his throat and made him a bit lightheaded, but whatever species it was designed to hurt it wasn’t designed to disable earthlings.

“Run,” Alice mumbled. “Leave me… get them.”

“Shut the fuck up.”

Vapor was starting to fill the room. Grant whipped off Alice’s wet towel and held it over his mouth and nose, wincing as the wisps of gas reaching him made him slightly lightheaded. He tore it in half and did the same for Alice.

“Play dead,” he told her. Grabbed Bree’s limp form.

A minute later, gas still filling the room, Grant heard the quiet thumps of the ninjas dropping from the upper levels. The blue figures stepped out of the swirling gas like phantoms.

“Got one,” one said in a clipped mechanical tone, spotting Alice.

“Not the target. Spread out… he’s here somewhere.”

Grant launched out of one of the honeycomb cells and ripped the first ninja’s stunray rifle out of his hands, broke it over his knee, and drove the jagged edge through the man’s visor. Alice leapt up, pistol whipping a cyborg hard enough to dent his helmet. She slammed her heel into another’s knee, spun, and fired point blank.

The remaining ninjas backed up to regroup, opening fire so Alice had to drop and roll.

Fuck these guys… why won’t they give up…

There was an approaching clanking of steps and out of the smoke emerged Honey… wearing her exosuit.

Her perfect housewife smile was gone. Eyes blazing, hair plastered to her face with sweat, she charged forward through the smoke in her exosuit, letting out a guttural sound that wasn’t even human. The first ninja didn’t have time to aim. Honey's exosuit limbs tore his arm off at the shoulder and beat his friend to death with it. Stunbeams slammed into her from three directions. She didn’t slow down. The robot arms were unforgiving and strong enough to crush bone. She grabbed another by the helmet and ripped the head inside it clean off, tossing it aside like a melon in a bucket.

A final ninja managed to fire point blank stunrays into her before Honey smashed his torso into paste against the wall. She took three more stun blasts, staggering, but kept ripping and tearing until nothing moved.

When there were no more ninjas she stopped. Staggering but still upright.

Alice reached the climate control panel by the door and cranked the air circulation to max. As the fog of the gas grenade was sucked out of the room it revealed Honey was unconscious. The exosuit locked, holding her upright as her body went limp. Then the frame stomped across the room and, gently as if they were made of paper, picked up Bree from the honeycomb cell Grant has stashed her into, cradling her in its robot arms, servo motors humming.

Geezus... the AI in the frame was still running some part of Honey’s brain even while she was unconscious. Grant stared. Even half-delirious from gas and stunrays he realized the reprogrammed exosuit still had a personal protection routine wired into it now mixed with the housewife protocols.

“I need you to take Honey and Bree,” he told Alice. “Get to engineering. Squeaks should be there. It’s the most secure part of the ship. Get inside and lock it down.”

Alice hesitated. “Grant—”

“You play defence, I play offence… Go. You’re the only one I trust to protect them.”

She swallowed, nodded. Motioned for the exosuit to follow. Honey’s limp body moved with mechanical precision, alien girl secured in the grip of the arms.

Grant watched them go. Then he bent down, picked up the ninja’s severed head, and spoke into the mirrored surface of the helmet.

“If you want me, I'm heading to cargo bay,” he said assuming the cybernetic implants of the ninja’s senses were hooked up to the comms. “Meet me there.”

He tossed the head aside and moved. Naked. Barefoot. Covered in burn marks from the stunrays. In the main corridor he ran for the cargo bay, hoping the enemy would follow. 

They sure talked like they wanted me…

The cargo bay doors seemed to take forever to open as he stood exposed in the hall, then he crossed the observation catwalk and looked down into the dark bay, pausing to listen. Nothing. Empty. His camper parked in the circle of lanterns. He went to the ladderwell from the observation deck down into the darkness. Jumped down.

He broke into a sprint, straight for the camper. Every muscle burned, every step heavier than the last. The Earth-normal gravity slowed him down, but not by much. It would be a lot more brutal for any alien, but for him, it felt like home.

Behind him, he heard the clatter of armored ninja boots as they reached the cargo bay doors. He slipped into the camper, moving silent. Inside, he ducked low, grabbed the pump-action shotgun from the gun case. He racked the slide so there was a shell in the chamber then slid one more into the magazine. The weight was familiar. Comforting. He crouched beside the open door of the camper and waited.

Keep coming, assholes... come right on in, the gravity's fine...

A shadow moved above. One of the ninjas vaulted the observation deck railing, planning a flashy drop right onto the camper roof.

The Earth gravity didn’t care.

The ninja hit the deck with a sickening crack. Limbs bent wrong, armor folding inward. A heap of dead weight. Grant’s lips curled. Welcome to my world.

The rest slowed down, realizing the trap. They descended the stairs, sluggish and heavy, their movements jerky and strained under the crushing pull of a normal day on Earth.

Grant waited until they were halfway to the camper.

Then he stepped out.

The first blast blew a man’s chest open. The second took a helmet clean off. The third put another down with a hole the size of a fist in his stomach.

The ninjas panicked. Tried to spread out. It didn’t matter. Grant kept pumping the shotgun, firing methodically, each pull of the trigger deliberate, brutal, final.

Click.

Empty.

Three left.

A stunbeam hit him. Grant grunted at the painful spark and ignored it. The ninjas glanced at each other. Three of them against one naked and unarmed opponent. They slung then stunrays and split up… two circling wide, one charging up the middle.

Ouch! Wrong conclusion boys...

Grant dropped the shotgun and grabbed the barbeque spatula resting on a folding chair. He met the first guy head-on. Sidestepped the sloppy lunge, grabbed the man’s wrist, twisted until it snapped. These guys were moving like they were underwater. The vibroblade clattered to the floor. Grant gripped the long-handled spatula like an axe and brought it down in the ninja's neck, slashing through armored bodysuit and halfway through his spine.

The second ninja came in from behind.

Grant spun, leaving the spatula where it was lodged in the man's spine and avoided the other cyber-ninja's clumsy lunges as he backed up. Spotting his free-weights where he'd last left them, Grant scooped up a ten-pound dumbbell and threw. The heavy weight spun through the short distance in a brutal arc. It struck square in the man's chest, caving in his ribcage with a green stick snapping sound. The impact flipped the intruder on his back, feet kicking in the air.

But the diversion of taking out those two let the last ninja close the distance, stabbing low with a short, nasty-looking device. Pain flared white-hot as it punched into Grant’s ribs. He roared, grabbed the man by the helmet, and wrenched. The spine gave way with a wet crack. The body dropped, twitching.

Grant staggered, breathing hard. He looked down.

A small metal device stuck out of his side, embedded under the skin. Like a nail head.

It blinked.

A tiny hologram projected from it.

‘Analyzing DNA…’

It took a moment and then projected a wall of text.

NOTICE OF SEIZURE

As per Section 42-C of the Palladium Risk Management Corporate Holdings Act, this vessel is scheduled for repossession in fifty (50) days due to non-payment of berthing fees. Rates were increased 400% last month as part of our Exciting New Compliance Initiative!

This notice constitutes final warning. Have a superlative day! Appeals may be filed via Form 88-K Subsection 12.9 at any Palladium Risk kiosk (good luck with that). Alternatively, payment of the full outstanding amount may be made in person at the Corporate Accounts Office within forty-nine (49) days – because hey, miracles happen, right, you broke loser?”

The text was replaced with a three-dimensional image.

Henz Zoric, Regional Vice President of Synovatek VoidVentures, materialized reclining in a zero-gravity spa hammock shaped like a golden swan. He was submerged waist-deep in a swirling vat of luminescent purple jelly while dozens of glittering robotic fish nibbled at his feet. A pair of floating chrome spa-drones orbited his head, misting his face with scented vapor and laser-trimming his already immaculately groomed eyebrows. Somewhere in the background, a high-end classical off-key song like windchimes

Zoric opened one eye, sighed theatrically, and noticed Grant.

“Captain… Garnt. Ah, yes.”

He sat up.

“Hello there, you charming little debit on our balance sheet. Henz Zoric here – Regional Vice President, Supreme Steward of Stellar Synergy, and Voted Least Replaceable Executive three quarters in a row by the Synovatek Echo Chamber Newsletter. I do hope this communication finds you well. Or at least finds you… since that’s all the law technically requires.”

He delicately plucked a wafer-thin puffiness leech from under one eye and flicked it at a servant drone.

“Now, I know corporate notices can feel so… impersonal. But let it never be said that Henz Zoric doesn't make time for the little people – especially when they owe us money!”

A glittering pop-up flashed in the air beside him:

NOTICE OF SEIZURE Your vessel is scheduled for repossession in fifty (50) days under Section 42-C of the Palladium Risk Management Corporate Holdings Act, due to non-payment of berthing fees.

“Fuck you,” Grant growled.

“Rates were increased 400% last month as part of our Exciting New Compliance Initiative!” Zoric continued, bots filing his nails with a plasma file while a nurse-bot injected something suspiciously fizzy into his neck.

“This, unfortunately, constitutes your final warning. Appeals may be filed via Form 66-K Subsection 12.9 at any authorized kiosk – assuming you can locate one, and that your fingers haven't been repossessed for non-payment.”

He winked.

“Or, if you happen to find a loose cache of interstellar treasure between now and the next breath you take, full payment may be made in person at the Corporate Accounts Office within forty-nine (49) days.”

He raised a golden goblet of foaming rejuvenation sludge.

“Because hey – miracles happen, right? You broke loser.”

The message ended with a sparkling legal footer spinning around Zoric’s head like a halo.

Grant stared, blood running down his side. He almost laughed.

All of this – all the blood, the bodies – over a goddamn bunch of process servers.

***

The science lab module looked like a morgue after a bad rave. Dead cyber-ninjas in various states of disassembly were lined up on tables, leaking blood and blue synthetic carrier fluid. Shiny blue-chrome armor getting removed and tossed aside like so many beetle carapaces. Expensive implanted bits getting yanked out one by one by Chex.

The surgically removed device that had been in Grant’s side was sitting in a tray.

The job of dissecting cyberninjas didn't look like it was helping the space hamster's PTSD. Every time he popped a piece free, it made a horrible schlorp noise, and Jane snatched it up out of the sterile metal tray to run it under her scanner like a kid at a toy sale.

“Ooooh, triple-threaded neural spines. Superconducter filaments. These guys were expensive.”

“Surprised they wasted the money on me,” Grant frowned. He'd managed to find some clothes since the attack but hadn't had time to clean up.

“Not really...” Jane said without looking up. “This bunch costs less than a tenth of a percent of the total value of the ship. That's good math to a corporate accountant. Besides... I highly doubt they expected you to go through them all like an empathisizer groupie backstage after a performance.”

Boomi, wearing her sanitation uniform half-zipped and tied around her waist like a janitor pinup calendar girl, waited with a big cart. As Chex finished with each body, she heaved the corpse into the cart, rolled it to the chute, and sent it down for organic recycling. The lab chimed a cheerful ad every time she did.

“Thank you for choosing Bilexus BioReclaim™ – because your leftovers can have a second life as someone’s lunch!”

Grant leaned against the counter, arms crossed, staring at the flashing red warning on the ship’s holo-screen. The cyber-ninjas had left behind a pop-up virus that wouldn’t die, looping endlessly:

49 DAYS UNTIL SHIP SEIZURE – SYNOVATEK THANKS YOU FOR YOUR LOYALTY! PLEASE CONSIDER OUR PREMIUM PACKAGE: SEIZURE+, NOW WITH DOUBLE THE FEES!

“How long until you can delete that shit?” Grant growled.

The backup AI chimed cheerfully in a corporate-approved voice, “Apologies for any inconvenience caused by relentless seizure countdown pop-ups pinpointing the exact time of your financial ruin and homelessness! Please enjoy your mandatory waiting period and remember: Polaris-Kinex sun-tours offers discounts for retirees.” Then, without missing a beat, it added in the same tone, “And while you're stuck here, why not visit some of Uvala System's premier attractions: the Gong Organic Waste reclamation vats on deck seven, now 40% less toxic; or perhaps zero-gravity diving in the wreck of cargo-lighter Frumious above the Vermix southern pole, bodies were never recovered and should still be frozen in agonizing poses of their death; or try the scenic pink beaches and cobalt blue oceans of Sigmara - just remember to wear your class 3 hazmat gear because the ocean gets that color from all the copper-sulphide!”

The pop-up dinged again. 

49 DAYS UNTIL SHIP SEIZURE

Alice, still in her flight suit unzipped halfway down, leaned against a crate of alien power converters, sipping a Zorp can. “So, uh… anyone got one point five million credits under their mattress?”

“Merin’s been gone a month,” Boomi said flatly, hoisting another ninja into the cart. “Said she was on some ‘consulting job.’ She might have got paid.”

“Even if she comes back with a fat bonus, it won’t cover what Synovatek says we owe.”

Grant sighed. “It’s my fault,” he said quietly. “I never should have bitch-slapped that executive… they made it personal.”

Jane shook her head. “I don’t believe so. It’s highly likely this was their plan from the start. Cripple us with debt and seize our only asset.” Then she held up a glimmering ocular implant. “Ohhh, this one has thermal vision and aftermarket mood filters.”

Great... techno-ninjas who wanted their Instagram to look fire...

“We could sell these. Maybe… I dunno, build our own ninjas?” Boomi gestured at the cybernetics.

“She just finished saying the whole crew isn’t worth a tenth of our debt.”

“Oh… right.” Boomi wiped her hands on her hips. “Okay, we should think bigger. What about robbing a bank?”

Alice snorted. “Yeah, let’s just walk into a corporate bank, wave at the cameras, and tell the nice men with particle rifles that we’d like to make an unauthorized withdrawal. Totally won’t get us vaporized.”

Jane perked up. “Black market toilet hooch?”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right?”

“I mean… Alice was able to build a prison empire out of product she could brew in the toilet... and she's just from a primitive backwater necroplanet... I could upscale the fermentation process much more efficiently.”

Grant expected Alice to take offence, but the redhead actually brightened. “Wait. That we can do. It would be the best jet-fuel-tasting swill in the Slam. We could reopen under the table, sell to the bars. Quick cash.”

Grant frowned. “Yeah, and step on the toes of the Azurian Syndicate. Because that’ll end great.”

“Then I'll bootleg it on the shuttle run to Vermix... sell direct to the miners.”

“Let's circle back to that...” Grant said diplomatically. Pissing off organized crime would definitely get them into a war. And fast.

“Okay, new idea,” Jane said, holding up a sleek cyber-arm like it was a mannequin accessory. “We rent out the prison cells. Cheap housing. Charge for sheets. Extra for privacy walls. Make it a hostel.”

“Need a hospitality licence from Synovatek... which they'll never give us.”

“Not if they don't find out!” Boomi said brightly.

Grant rubbed his face. “Right. So our big options are ‘build murderbots,’ ‘rob a bank,’ or ‘turn this place into a drunk tank for minimum-wage asteroid miners.’ Outstanding.”

Alice shrugged. “Don’t forget toilet hooch. So… what's your great idea?”

Grant finally pushed off the counter. “Look, all this is great, but if we want low risk and high reward I'm thinking... blackmail.”

The girls shared a look.

“Who?”

“For starters that rich veridian debutante I saved last week. Maybe she coughs up a 'reward'. You know... out of the goodness of her heart.”

“Fine,” Alice said, tossing back the last of her Zorp classic. “While you go schmooze rich girls, Jane and I can start hooch processing. We’ll worry about organized crime later.”

Boomi dumped the last ninja down the chute. “Thank you for choosing Bilexus BioReclaim™…” chirped the machine again.

“You’re welcome,” she waved.

***


Chapter 11    : Tin Star

Grant stepped through the sliding doors of the Furbeeni hospital module, Chex shuffling in beside him. A swarm of holographic pop-ups immediately erupted overhead.

‘WELCOME TO Medbay 741, a LifeSprocket Medcare facility – YOUR HEALTH, OUR PROFITS!’ sang one cheery jingle.

Another with the hologram of Doctor Sluggo erupted. ‘Remember: if you can’t pay, you can always donate organs – yours or someone else’s! Lifesprocket is a division of Omnivast Dynamics™: leaders in the fields of Voidspace tech, tax shelters, and kids’ educational implants. Lifesprocket, because pain is temporary but debt is forever!”

The furbeeni on reception duty saw them and did a double-take. Then he hit the alarm button and spoke into the console so it echoed throughout the medbay PA.

“We’ve got a code Chex!”

In moments the waddling space hamsters converged on the emergency room. The second the other space hamsters saw Chex, they swarmed like fuzzy Care Bears with caffeine problems.

“CHEXXXX! YOU’RE BACK!” one squealed, hugging him so hard his furry cheek was squished.

Another tried to climb him. “Did you bring us presents? Now that you've begun associating with necroplanet criminals how many people have you killed?”

Chex squeaked, looking mortified. “Stop! I can't breathe! I will not answer your questions like this...”

As the entire Furbeeni medical crew surrounded the medtech, Dr Chibbins was easy to spot, an elder furbeeni doctor with a greying chinbeard a cybernetic set of scan goggles propped on his forehead.

Chibbins waddled over. “Inmate Garnt, the legend himself! Still impossible to die, I see. Thank you for dragging this little hero back here. If there's anything we can do to repay you, you just name it.”

Grant grinned. “Now that you mention it, doc... I was hoping I could see the girl I brought in the other night.”

The doctor froze. “Oh, uh… patient confidentiality… corporate guidelines strictly forbid disclosing information without proper forms, biometric consent, and a notarized holographic release signed in triplicate… plus, you know, the potential for lawsuits and all that—”

“Riiiiiight,” Grant interrupted. “But you did just say you owe me a big favor. So, Uno Reverse.”

“But…”

“Listen doc, suppose someone looked at the records without you knowing. You couldn’t be blamed for that, now could you?”

Five minutes later Chibbins nervously led him into the admin section.

“Oh... ummm... zombie would you mind waiting here, I seem to have forgotten my... something... “ Before waddling away, the doctor used his passkey to unlock a door marked PATIENT RECORDS and ‘accidentally’ left it open. “Oops.”

Grant slipped inside the records room and the terminal lit up with an AI interface that looked like stern-looking batsquatch crammed into a white medical coat. With a nasal, Karen-on-steroids voice it glared at him. “Welcome, unauthorized user. You are not cleared for—”

“Shut up and open the patient files,” Grant said, cracking his knuckles.

“That would be a severe violation of Galactic Health Code Section—”

“Yeah yeah. Girl came in the other night, admitted the same time as a bunch of her friends with no bodies.”

“As I said… that would be a severe violation of—”

Grant leaned close. “Listen, lady. Either you open the files, or I pour a Zorp Ultra Blue into your vent ports.”

“…threats will get you nowhere, you hooligan. Access is strictly limited to relatives or legal representatives.”

Grant tilted his head. “Cool. Then prove I'm not a relative.”

The AI blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah, prove it. You got my entire genealogy in there?”

“No!”

“Then you can't prove I'm not her cousin twice removed. Ergo, I am her cousin.”

“That is not how authorization works,” the AI said flatly.

“It does if you think about it long enough. I'm related until proven otherwise. That's just science.”

There was a long pause. “...Your logic is highly irregular.”

“How do you know, you haven’t even checked if we’re related.”

“Fine. What is the patient's name?”

Grant paused. Shit! “Uhhh, I'm not sure.”

“Not sure of your cousin's name?”

“We're long-lost relatives, you gonna make me argue with you again? It was three nights ago, she was brought in with three other patients at the same time, suffering extreme body amputation.”

“You mean just the heads?”

“If you want to get reductive, then yes. Geez, you'd think a hospital would have a more sensitive attitude towards the differently abled. You're a fucking AI: you don't have any body at all... so stop being so prejudiced.”

The AI’s eyes widened. “Oh no, no, no! I assure you Lifesprocket Medcare embraces all forms of corporeal and non-corporeal beings! We value our customers regardless of limb count, carbon content, or whether they exist only as a cloud of sentient nanobots! Please don’t file a bias complaint, I’ve already had two this quarter!”

“I'll let it slide, so long as you get me those records, pronto.”

“I... suppose technically nothing in my directives forbids assuming relation when unproven.” The AI hologram said nervously. “Fine. But I'm logging this for my own protection.”

Four files popped up on the screen. Grant ignored the ones for the severed heads and selected the fourth one. Aside from a brief description of trauma treatment and sliding her into a microgravity Autodoc Therapeutic Enrichment Module with treatment including Harmonized Ambient Light Pills.

Grant winced a bit at the memory – they'd tried that treatment on him, once. It was basically having an ultraviolet light suppository shone up your taint.

“What the fuck is this?” he complained. “There’s nothing in the records.”

“The girl and her three… differently abled… friends were treated… and then picked up the next day. All four listed as ‘Jane Doe 1–4'.”

Grant sat back, arms crossed. “Fantastic. Less helpful than a screen door on a starship.” He thought about it. “What about her health insurance? She was a triple-body tier platinum coverage – who pays for it?”

“It was a corporate group plan. Code prefix on the plan number indicates Watchtower Operations.”

“Watchtower?” Grant muttered. “She's a space navy crewman?”

“I'm sure I don't know...”

No closer to finding his blackmail subject, Grant exited the records room and headed for the hospital exit, thoughts spinning on how to track her down next. He used the emergency-room exit and the hologram over the entrance gave him a goodbye.

“Thank you for choosing Lifesprocket Medcare… where care is a product and your pain is our profit margin!”

Another Sluggo mascot AI popped up, waving a syringe the size of a surfboard: “Don’t forget to book your next elective organ replacement! This month’s special… two kidneys for the price of three!”

A third jingle chimed in, “Ask about our Platinum Deluxe Cryo-Storage Plans – because the future isn’t guaranteed, but your monthly payment sure is!”

When the layers of holograms finally vanished Grant found himself facing a dozen soldiers in heavily armored exo-suits.

They were pros, had ringed the hospital entrance to cover all his escape routes. Each one had a weapon the size of a small motorcycle, humming with bad intentions. Their armor bore a battered insignia: a snarling three-headed dog clutching a credit chip in its jaws, beneath it the motto “Profit Through Superior Firepower” stenciled in corporate-approved block letters.

These sure as fuck were no Synovatek security goons.

Now it all clicked together... Watchtower Operations… actual space marines, the hired guns of the insurance underwriters in Uvala.

Grant eyed the heavily armed and armored commandos. Did the math. Fifty-fifty odds he could kill them all. Maybe.

Worth a chat first.

The leader stepped forward and popped her helmet with a hiss. A striking woman with green skin, short silver hair and a scarred jawline looked him up and down.

“Captain Garnt?” she asked.

“Depends... who’s asking.”

“Lieutenant Kaelis. The Colonel wants a word.”

“Great... Who the fuck is the colonel?”

“Colonel Laskis is the commanding officer of all space navy operations in the sector. Now, are you going to come quietly or do we need to atomize you from the neck down and plug you into a machine to get answers?”

“Might not be as easy as you think it will,” Grant eyeballed them. “But why not… I’ll come peacefully. That’s me… Law and Order every time.”

***

Grant had never seen the inside of the military base that occupied a third of the station.

He didn't know anybody who had. Not even Synovatek. As far as he knew, Synovatek had no direct control over the marshals or the navy since they were on the payroll of the insurance company that underwrote the entire operation.

Grant was whisked through more security checkpoints than a Vegas casino vault. Retinal scans, palm scans, one machine that inexplicably wanted a tongue print. Every guard stared at him like he was the punchline to a joke they weren’t allowed to tell.

To his surprise, everyone was polite. No stun batons, no cuffs, no threats. Just a lot of “Right this way, sir” and “Watch your step.” He wasn’t complaining.

They finally led him into a very tidy, plain office that screamed “military efficiency”. Zero decorations. Except for a sword and a few medals in a display case and a giant observation window that looked out over the docks. Two navy patrol ships floated outside, bristling with cannons and big holograms on the hull that said PROPERTY OF WATCHTOWER OPERATIONS – PAY YOUR PREMIUMS.

Grant walked up to the glass, whistling low. “Nice ships. Bet the cupholders are extra.”

He didn't take a seat. Poked around. One flickering hologram panel on the desk showing the Watchtower logo, the sword was mounted on some sort on a fancy stand made from a single slice of some exotic opal-like rock. The glass case full of medals lined up like shiny participation trophies for wars he’d never heard of.

“Huh… thank you for your service…”

The door hissed open.

He turned to face the exact occupant he'd expect for an office like this. A veridian naval officer built like an oak wardrobe, gold braid all over his crisp uniform, jaw clenched like it had never smiled once in its life. Behind him drifted a woman in what passed for flowing veridian businesswear... something like a sari but cut to flaunt every curve. Older, but fit. She had the kind of body you’d expect on a trophy wife twenty years younger. Grant found his eyes doing laps before his brain could stop them.

She was veridian too. Pale green skin. Tall, blonde, killer curves poured into the form-fitting dress that left her midriff and arms bare. She carried herself like a woman who could crush a man’s throat between her thighs and then finish writing a monthly expense report without smudging her lipstick.

And then have the man ask for more.

“Colonel Veyra Laskis,” the officer introduced himself. “You must be Captain Garnt. Refreshment?”

Grant sat. “Got beer?”

“Algae water.”

“Figures.”

The officer gave him a hard look. “You were treated well, I trust? My apologies for the extreme measures. Your file made it clear we should take… precautions. It is not every day we recall the Emergency Response and Retaliation Commando squad from our marine detachment merely to extend an invitation.”

Grant leaned back, confused. This guy seemed way too honest for a veridian bigwig.

“If this is about my unpaid parking tickets, I’ve got forty-nine days before collections. Says so right on the corporate summons.”

The officer’s jaw tightened, but he soldiered on. “There must be some misunderstanding. I represent the Leviathan Reaches naval services. We are not concerned about enforcing corporate surcharges. Please, take a seat.”

The colonel and the hotwife picked chairs so Grant decided he might as well. The colonel looked like a man carved out of starched linen. Every square inch of the Veridian officer screamed military discipline, from the razor-sharp part in his hair to the way his boots squeaked in protest whenever he crossed his legs.

The colonel tapped the display hologram on his desk and adjusted his posture with enough precision to make a drill sergeant cry. “May I call you Garnt, or do you prefer... Captain? Proprietor? Fleshmechanic?”

Grant leaned back in the creaky visitor's chair. “Just Grant's fine.”

Laskis forced a smile. “I consider myself a judge of suitability for partnership with Veridian's auxiliary fleet operations. This means assessing more than tactical acumen. It means ethics. Character. Core hygiene.”

What the hell? “Good for you.”

“Moral hygiene,” Laskis said sternly. “Are you familiar with Professor Quaker, the founder of the New Clarity Diet Philosophical movement?”

“Sounds like he might be a guy way into other people’s business.”

“Professor Quaker’s teachings inform us that a clean bowel reflects a clean soul.”

“Ah,” Grant said. “So this is about poop.”

“This is about virtue.”

Grant scratched his jaw. “You know, I once ate nothing but 7-eleven burritos for two weeks. Can’t say my soul felt real squeaky.”

Laskis’ left eye twitched. “Do you believe in absolute right and wrong, Captain?”

“Sure. Absolutely right to punch a man for insulting your girlfriend. Absolutely wrong to ask a man to do double-shift without overtime.” He shrugged. “The rest’s just variations.”

“And if ordered to fire upon civilians harboring an enemy of the corporations?”

Grant leaned forward. “I'd order the guy who gave that order to eat a bag of electrified dicks.”

Laskis blinked. “I see.”

“You always ask about bowel-based morality when you introduce yourself, Colonel?”

“I should clarify. You should consider this a recruitment interview. I am in a unique position to offer you assistance with your—”

Grant cut him off, eyes flicking to the woman. “In a minute. First, I have one question, sweetheart: why’s your puppet doing all the talking while you just sit there looking expensive?”

That got a twitch. The officer bristled, face flushing. The woman only smiled, unbothered. She leaned forward with grace that made her silk wrap shimmer. “My name is Glyn Horatio,” she said smoothly.

Grant froze, suspicion meter redlining. He knew that name... everybody did. Local head of operations for Bilexus Starfrontiers. Synovatek’s biggest rival. Corporate royalty in the flesh.

Great, another suit...

The officer straightened like someone had just pulled his strings. Grant caught the nervous glance he threw Glyn when she spoke again.

“Don’t blame the Colonel… he was doing me a favor,” she said, tone rich and controlled. “It was not precisely his idea to bring you here. I simply called in… an old debt. He was kind enough to oblige.”

Grant let out a low whistle, half admiration, half warning to himself. If this lady had favors from Watchtower brass in her pocket, things were about to get messy. He plastered on a grin. “So, what’s the pitch, corporate? And before you start… don’t bother polishing it. I already know it’ll smell like bullshit.”

She didn’t take the bait. Just relaxed into the big comfy chair and gestured to the naval officer. The colonel’s desk spat out three glasses of orange liquid. She handed him a glass of swirling algae water.

Glyn’s smile sharpened. “Let’s get to business. You are, almost certainly, unfamiliar with my record, so allow me. I’ve brokered supply lines through three voidspace embargoes during the Iliax campaign, orchestrated two planetary monopolies – Rectalis Major among them – and I personally negotiated the hostile acquisition that came to be known as the Merger Wars of Crater Nox.”

She paused, as if waiting for him to seem scared.

Grant sipped his water, unimpressed. “Cool. Should I have heard of those?”

Her eye twitched but she kept going. “Yes. My point is, I’ve risen through the ranks by hard work and discipline. Blood and sweat and tears of my enemies.”

Grant glanced at the officer to see if the guy who made his living with actual blood and sweat had any objections. He didn’t flinch. Okay… maybe this Glyn was a badass of some kind where she comes from.

She paused a moment and a look like she was taking a bite of a shit sandwich crossed her face. “My daughter, however, never learned those lessons. Spoiled, frivolous, always getting into trouble. I’ve had to bail her out more times than I can count.”

“Your daughter...” Grant blinked, gears turning. “Wait. Dumb teenager… blonde, rich-looking, bunch of cancers trying to turn her into spare parts?”

The executive’s eyes narrowed. “The same. And I can now confirm you’re the one who saved her.”

“Small galaxy.”

Geezus... and he'd been thinking of blackmailing her. Good thing he hadn't had the chance to try, or he'd probably be taking a long space walk without a suit right about now.

Might still be in the cards for all you know...

The executive rested one fist on top of the other in a casual gesture - like she was playing one-potato-two-potato. For all he knew it was the veridian version of steepling her fingers. “I'll give you this, you covered your tracks well. When questioned the furbeeni seemed unusually brave about not giving you up.”

Grant shrugged, unsure where this was going. “I'm sure they were just scared of me.”

“Hmmm. At any rate, I’ve been trying to find out who pulled her out of that mess. We had no leads… until you tripped every alarm in the hospital records system looking up her file. I had a team staking the place out just in case you returned.”

The colonel cleared his throat.

“Or rather the colonel’s team was graciously volunteered for a training exercise.”

Grant rubbed his face. “Figures. Can’t even snoop without Homeland Security showing up.”

Glyn leaned forward, all business. “Good news is, you just made my job easier. Bad news is, you’re in a hell of a lot more trouble than you think.”

Grant leaned back in the chair, scowling. “So this is the part where no good deed goes unpunished? If you wanted to arrest me, you should’ve crammed ten more of your guys in power armor into this office. Not that it would’ve helped when I rip your head off.”

The executive actually looked surprised. “Arrest you? Captain Garnt, you misunderstand. I’m here to help you.”

Grant blinked. “Okay… so I'll take my reward in cash then.”

“Not exactly that sort of help.”

She turned to the navy officer and he slid a datapad across the desk. “That’s a probationary Marshal license. I’ll sign as your referral.”

“Marshal? As in…”

“Licenced to enforce galactic laws,” the officer said.

Grant stared at it like it was a parking ticket. “So… no cash. Just a shiny tin badge?”

The woman leaned forward. “Think about it. You’d be the only independent Marshal in the entire Uvala system.”

The colonel spoke next. “Between my command and Brassline Marshals, we have less than 250 officers covering nine systems in the Leviathan Reach. That includes the crew of my four patrol ships and a single search-and-rescue vessel.”

“Yeah, I’d noticed a lot of frontier justice going on around here.”

“Out in the sticks, they have minimal detachments... maybe five to ten Marshals per camp. Vermix mining camp has seven, total,” the colonel said.

Glyn leaned back, clearly proud of her sales pitch. “Brassline keeps most of its manpower policing on this station, of course. Protecting commercial interests.”

“Like yours?”

“Like Synovatek’s. My operations are not nearly as extensive, and I have to find more… irregular… solutions.”

“And?” Grant was still trying to figure out where this was going.

“We’re stretched thin. Crimes go uninvestigated... and unpunished. And given your actions with my daughter you have both the disposition and ability to make a good marshal.”

“I think you got the wrong guy. And besides, I'm not exactly cop material.”

“You are perhaps referring to legal entanglements with the sleestak?” she asked with the hint of a smile.

That brought him up short. 

“I can goddam-guarantee you that being on the wrong side of those virulent maniacs is in your favor with us,” Laskis spoke up.

So they knew about his criminal record and didn't care. Grant snorted. “Great. Appreciate the offer, but my ship’s a lawn ornament right now. Needs cash for repairs, not another badge to flash at broke people.”

The executive looked extremely pleased with herself. Fuck… Grant had just stepped into a beartrap without knowing it.

He leaned back in the chair, stomach knotted.

He could feel it – Glyn had him pinned without ever raising her voice. Smooth, practiced, corporate kung fu. He hadn’t even seen the move coming until his back was up against the rails. His guard went up hard.

Grant barked a laugh. “Lady, if you’re about to offer to pay off my debts, I’d rather dry-hump a hornet’s nest. At least then I know exactly what’s stinging me in the dick.”

She crossed one flawless leg over the other, silk fabric sliding like it had a sponsorship deal with gravity. “I’m offering to help you with your cash-flow issues,” she said, syrupy smooth. “Think of it this way: you’d be the only free agent Marshal out here. You could name your price for investigations, skip tracing, rescue ops, salvage... whatever jobs people need done enough to pay your price. It’s a goldmine. You wouldn't even need your ship repaired to do it, just a skipper that can make short jumps as far as the other systems in this sector's jurisdiction.”

“I’d rather suck the farts out of a dirty spacesuit.”

The Colonel sucked in a scandalized breath, but Glyn didn’t flinch. She leaned in, voice calm, patient, like she was explaining math to a toddler. “You misunderstand. Corporate competition isn’t charity; it’s a cat and mouse game. More complicated than politics, and infinitely more profitable. My position here in Uvala prevents me from openly stealing your ship out from under Synovatek’s nose. Even I have limits.”

Grant snorted. “Good to know you’ve got a moral compass. Shame it points directly to the cash register.”

Her smile didn’t crack. “But you haven’t considered this: if you were a marshal, duly appointed, and there was an assignment where you could set the price… well… if I payed whatever the market value for your services might be, that could be the price of your debt to Synovatek.”

“You want to pay me to do a job.”

“Yes. I want to pay you extremely well to do a job. Use your marshal contract to secure a lucrative payday. You’d be solvent in weeks.”

Grant felt the noose tug. Every bone in his body said it was a bad idea. But he was out of options. And she knew it. Grant glanced at the license again, jaw tight. Big payout potential… He exhaled through his nose, tired of the dance. “Fine. I’ll take your tin badge. What’s the job?”

The tension in the room released. Glyn’s low laugh cut through the quiet. “There’s a man I need you to find. Goes by the name of Ojox. Find him, and your money problems go away.”

“That easy?”

“I didn’t say it would be easy. But opportunities like this won’t come your way often.”

“I still don’t have a ship.”

“I’ll lease you one. Or rather Colonel Laskis will sell you a seized vessel at auction for a nominal amount.”

He was out of excuses.

***

Grant nursed a drink at the bar while Alice sat beside him.

The familiar smells of Bay 54 wrapped around him as he glared into his drink. The fruity stink of whatever alien donkey piss passed for alcohol. The bland synth-meat seasoned with whatever boring spices alien palates could handle. The clorvox melon scent pumped out of the aerosol humidifier.

“…and then she just slid the datapad over like she was handing me a coupon for half-off appetizers,” Grant finished, taking a swig. “Marshal license. No cash. Just a shiny badge.”

He dropped the badge on the table – some sort of titanium housing with a floating hologram above it for the galactic marshal service and some biometric data to identify Grant as the owner.

Alice tapped her glass, thinking. “Huh.”

He knew that sound. That was the sound that meant she was about to tell him something she thought was obvious but didn't want to sound insulting.

“What does ‘huh’ mean? Don’t tell me you’re okay with this? I thought you’d be the one telling me this was insane.”

Alice shrugged. “Breaking kneecaps for the mobster who owns this place is just as dangerous. And way more likely to land you in a Brassline cell. At least as a Marshal you’d be on the right side of the law.”

“So you want me to take the job?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Grant frowned. “Our ship’s still fucked and its not gonna get unfucked until I make some money which I can't do because, oh yeah, our ship is fucked!”

Alice swirled her drink. “That’s true, but so what? We’re still making decent money with our jobs on the station.”

“Yeah, look where that got us. Broke. You’re the only one keeping us afloat hauling cargo. Your truck makes the only steady cash we’ve got. You stop trucking, we’re broke before I even get a lead worth chasing.”

Alice gave him that patient, terrifying look women give right before they wreck your entire worldview.

“What?”

“Don't get angry.”

“Okay, what?”

“You're thinking like you were raised in a trailer park.”

“I was raised in a trailer park.”

“Sorry, I just mean... You're thinking like poor people. Poor people think time is money… that if you work harder you make more income. Rich people? They think assets are money; rich people don’t work, rich people get richer by taking out loans and buying assets.”

“But then you're in massive amounts of debt...”

“So? When your debt gets that big the debtor doesn't want you to default, they help you out. Face it, we're never gonna get rich working for someone else – we need to go into business for ourselves.”

Grant snorted. “And you trust Bivalek? I can just tell… this is some sort of scheme…”

“Or…” Alice said. “The offer is legit because helping you pokes a finger in Synovatek’s eye without open confrontation. Bivalek’s holdings in the region are small. They’re late players to the game.”

He thought it through. “So she uses us as a pawn and puts us in Synovatek’s sights.”

“We’re already in Synovatek’s sights, if you remember. At least this way we’d have Bivalek on our side.”

Before Grant could figure out a way she was wrong, the stage lights dimmed as the night’s headliner trotted out. Pandy Orgone, the empathophile performer.

She stepped out like a sugar-coated fever dream. Bright fur striped in clean white and candy red, glossy under the hot lamps, so she looked dipped in candy-cane. The outfit didn’t help… frills, bows, and glittering sequins that screamed saccharine idol, short skirt flashing more thigh than should legally be possible. She twirled, bent, arched… every motion too fluid, too precise, like her body had been tuned to some channel only performers could find.

Grant blinked, frowning. Alien, sure, but wrapped in a package built to melt credit chips. The face had that permanent cute kitten expression, all wide eyes and teasing smiles, but the body beneath it moved like sin in motion. Tail flick, ears perking up, skirt flip… each one timed to the beat, each one accidental on purpose.

The crowd roared. Grant just took another drink. He couldn’t decide if he was watching a pop concert, a strip show, or a corporate training video for how to separate idiots from their wallets. Her fans screamed and threw low denomination credit sticks like they were at a galactic anime convention. Even the holographic ad over the stage was begging the crowd to Buy Pandy’s Official Body Pillow™ – Now With Authentic Heat-Retention Fur!

Grant took another drink, shaking his head. Poor kid, stuck doing the backwater tour from hell.

But at least she's her own boss... 

Jane appeared at their table in her skimpy hostess outfit, blue-skinned cleavage for days and a thong that vanished between two perfect blue cakes. She leaned on the table with a tray balanced on one hip. “So? Has he come to his senses and decided to pursue Ojox?”

Alice scowled at Jane's outfit. “For god’s sake, Jane… You’re the galaxy’s smartest clone scientist and you’re flashing tits and ass for tips.”

Jane tilted her head, genuinely confused. “Thank you, the tips are good tonight,” she smiled, taking it as a compliment.

Alice groaned and threw up her hands. “Jane, seriously? You’re a scientific genius. You could be running a research lab, inventing the next big thing in hyperdrive tech, curing alien cancers. Instead, you’re here letting a bunch of drunken miners stare at your tits. Men drooling over your body instead of respecting your mind. Don’t you get how degrading that is?”

Jane blinked. “I… like tips? Respect doesn't pay the bills.”

***


Chapter 12    : Skip Trace

“Hi there, Sparkle Captain!” the ship’s AI chirped in a voice so bright it could peel paint. “We’ve reached your super-exciting destination! Would you like refreshments to celebrate?”

Grant sat in the cramped cockpit, elbow leaning on the armrest, staring at the scanner that pinged like a microwave timer. Boomi leaned forward in the pilot's seat looking ready for a day at the beach in a pair of Mia’s old string bikini bottoms and a crop top advertising some Earth clothing brand that nobody off the planet had ever heard of.

The psychic spider-kid hung upside down from the cargo net above them like an eight-legged ceiling fan.

“Sure!” Boomi said cheerfully. “Electrolytes for me and Garnt! We’ll need them after sex!”

Grant sighed. “Work first, play later. Job to do.”

“Right!” Boomi nodded. “Schedule a reminder for sex five minutes after we finish this job!” she told the ship.

His eyes lingered on Boomi's pale backside and narrow waist and sighed.

Head in the game, pal...

The AI beamed through the speakers. “Yay! Hydration is so important for post-coital recovery! You two are such an inspiring couple!”

“We really are!” Boomi agreed.

“Stop encouraging it,” Grant said. Fucking ship was way too cheerful for his sanity.

The proximity scanner pinged faster. Out the cockpit window, the jagged shapes of an asteroid field floated against the dim glow of distant stars. This was the Saccule system… one of the nearest of the systems in the Leviathan cluster.

Boomi started humming again.

Not just humming – Empathicore. Some hyper-emotional pop ballad dipped in psychic sugar syrup and weaponized for maximum tween emotional instability that had been popular on Slagport for weeks.

“My heart’s a satellite... circling your love... or maybe regret?” she sang, usually in the wrong key.

Grant gripped the armrest with both hands, knuckles bleached white. The asteroid belt was thick as soup and twice as lumpy, chunks of ancient rock hurling past at murder velocity. Their proximity alert alarm pinged with near misses every few seconds.

“Boomi,” he said slowly, like trying not to spook a bear. “Do you think maybe you could focus on not vaporizing us for ten seconds?”

She didn’t answer right away. Just reached into the ration pouch and pulled out a strip of jerky with her teeth. “Mm,” she said around it. “S’fine. I’ve been flying ships like this since I could sit on her knees.”

She zipped them sideways through a needle gap that couldn't have been more than a meter wider than the hull.

Grant's stomach folded itself into origami. “Your mom let you fly ships?”

Boomi shrugged and chewed. “Sure. Until my uncle decided I was a ‘bad influence’ and shipped me off to some boarding school full of stuck-up slug-bloods.”

Another barrel roll through tumbling debris. Grant screamed internally.

Boomi just kept humming. “Space is hard but hearts are harder... can’t breathe in a vacuum of love... or whatever.”

The nav system gave a smug tone and as the rounded the big asteroid they found themselves in a small cluster of jagged rocks. The biggest one had a single flashing light beacon and the mouth of a docking bay carved into the side of the rock big as a football field.

“Told you I’d get us there!” she declared.

The four-day trip in skip-space had been a bit of an X-rated vacation. Just the two of them cooped up in the small crew quarters with nothing to do but fuck. It was almost like a honeymoon if it hadn't been for the alien spider. Bree had been forced to erect a pretty hefty mind barrier to stay out of their thoughts and give them privacy.

After a week of fingerbanging he was eager to give his wrist a break and beat up a fugitive.

“Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s gear up.”

They squeezed out of the small cockpit into the main crew compartment. Space was at a premium in the little skimmer... not much bigger than his old camper trailer.

The salvaged umbrian ghost-ship spacesuits hung in their lockers like shed skins. After Grant and Alice had field tested them Jane had geeked out over the tech in lab tests for hours. According to her, not only did they somehow convert CO₂ into O₂, no tanks required, but they were bullet and impact-resistant, had a layer of superconductor weave that shed heat and radiation, and if you did manage to damage it, the material just… grew back.

Grant stripped down and slid into the charcoal-black suit. He looked up to see Boomi frozen, biting her lower lip and taking in his naked form.

“Hey, my eyes are up here,” he said.

Boomi jumped guiltily and kicked off the bikini and shirt to squeeze her hips and belly into the suit. They were one-size-fits-all but clearly the umbrians were a little less well-endowed than Boomi. When she caught him watching her, she grinned. 

With a tap at the suit's wrist control Boomi dialled her suit to a bubblegum pink color.

She kissed him for luck, hands trailing where they shouldn’t. “Let’s make this quick.”

“Yeah, not like we’ve been taking breaks or anything,” he said dryly, giving her perfect round ass a playful open-handed slap.

The suit reacted to the kinetic force and went hard as steel plate. Stung his hand like hell.

Boomi pouted. “Stupid suit! Won't let me get spanked! Hang on, let me just take it off, will only take a second...”

“After,” Grant said hastily as she reached to unzip the seam. “How about we wait until after the mission.”

She frowned even more. “You started it,” she mumbled.

The AI’s voice cut in, chipper as ever. “Sparkle Captain! We’re now within 1,000 meters of the target! But oopsie! There’s another ship here! Isn’t that thrilling?!”

***

Grant still couldn’t believe how fast everything had happened. One minute he was filing paperwork with the navy commandant and the portmaster, the next he was holding a the owner’s codes to a tiny skip-ship. Laskis didn’t waste time and Glyn had come through with her skip-trace for Ojox. For once, the bureaucratic nightmare of the galaxy had worked in his favor.

An hour after that, he’d picked up the ship from Kava at Velocitech Foundryworks. It was a refurbished Mk VI Tiger skimmer. The same one he'd seen in drydock a few weeks earlier. Arrowhead-shaped, sleek, and new-ish. Or at least newly refurbished. He'd wondered why the micronaut translators in his head had interpreted the name as a notoriously dangerous and brutal German tank from World War 2 but after doing the inspection he'd got a look at the ship and decided the skimmer was just as rugged and mean.

When he'd signed the paperwork he'd changed the registration; it was now called the Nevermind.

Skimmers were the closest thing the current spacefaring galaxy had to building copies of the Ancient Alien hulls and void-drives. And by that he meant a very poor imitation. Even reverse-engineered from the ancient alien ships like the prison ship, skimmers were underpowered and fragile by comparison. They didn’t enter voidspace so much as skim along its surface like a rock across water. Ten to twenty light-years in a hop, tops. Inefficient, kind of a pain to maintain, but a hell of a lot cheaper than a voidship.

He’d walked back home that night feeling smug… until he saw his entire crew of wives assembled like a firing squad. Turns out they’d held a little meeting while he was gone and voted unanimously that he was not allowed to go on the job alone. Great time to discovery democracy. Although part of him had the sneaking suspicion they might have been holding these kinds of meetings behind his back all along.

Boomi had been elected as his partner.

Partly because she was qualified to fly a skipper ship, and partly because nobody felt up to the task of taking on the 'husband' duties of keeping her hoplite supercharged sex-drive sated. Boomi also insisted it was doctor’s orders he serve some of his special sauce to help the hormonal changes her pregnant alien physiology was going through.

Grant had objected. Strongly. Told them if anything happened to her out there, he’d never forgive himself. If Boomi went along, he’d have to protect her, spend his entire time keeping her safe instead of rushing into danger and…

It was at that point he figured out their tactic. He'd opened his mouth to let them know and wisely shut it just as quickly.

Some things were better not said.

Jane also very helpfully announced that she’d be installing some of the cyber-ninja implants into his body so he could download enough skill-chips to fly the thing in an emergency. Grant had also objected to Jane installing strange chips in his brain, but the amazon clone had just seemed confused.

She’d looked at him and said, “Why not? It’s just a little one. I washed it first.”

It wasn’t exactly the future Grant pictured for himself, but as he suited up in the Mk VI Tiger – his own damn ship – he realized this was it. His first real step toward being more than some drifting nobody who punched too hard and got fired too often.

***

Grant and Boomi slid back into the cockpit of the Nevermind just as the AI’s voice lit up the cabin like a hyperactive cheerleader. “Sparkle Captain! There’s another adorable skimmer parked nearby, and they’re calling you on RADIO ZERO! Isn’t that FUN?”

Boomi shot Grant a worried look. “How? Did someone else follow us out here?”

Grant frowned. “Yeah, that’s not great. You think that informant on Vermix… what was his name, Sleeb or Sloob? Think he might’ve sold us out?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me if he tipped off more than one crew,” Boomi muttered, checking the scanner nervously.

Grant grunted. “Figures. Should’ve known he looked too happy taking our credits.”

Bree’s voice slipped into his head, nervous and unsure. ‘Is there a problem? Should I be worried?’

Grant kept his face calm. ‘Nah. If anyone gets in our way, one way or another, I’m moving them.’

The AI chimed in again, bubbly as ever. “Hey Sparkle Captain! The other ship is calling back! Should I say hi and invite them to a super-fun hangout?”

“No,” Grant grunted and keyed the comm. “I got it. Nevermind, answering.”

As the comms line connected the holographic feed blinked to life. The bridge on the other end of the line was packed with squat, low-browed mercenaries.

Toejam bounty hunters. Fan-fucking-tastic. Big, ugly, armored, and looking like somebody had stuffed warthogs into tactical gear.

The Toejam captain squinted at him. “State your business.”

Grant gave a thin smile. “You first.”

“I don't have to tell you shit.”

Grant rolled his eyes. “Could it be you're out here looking for a certain AI hacker?”

“How'd he know about Ojox?” one of the other toejams whined to the leader. They started to argue.

Great opsec guys... these idiots would be lucky to find their own dicks...

“Guys? Hey, I can hear you, you know,” Grant massaged his forehead. “Listen, I caught a skip trace alert on Ojox from Uvala system.”

The guy they’d been sent to retrieve was a menace. Six-system warrant for malicious bestowal of AI sentience without proper registration. A nice fat payday for ten days of work.

The toejam captain crossed his arms. “So… you want him too, eh? We got a lead Ojox booked one-way passage to a medical facility in this belt.”

Grant nodded. “Yeah? My info says he’s inside right now, black-market doc giving him a new biometric ID... new face, new hands, the works.”

The toejam captain's eye twitched. “Then we work together. Split the bounty.”

“Sure,” Grant lied smoothly.

“One hour. We dock together and take care of security, then scoop up the booty,” the heavyset captain of the other ship said, trying to hide a smirk.

“Sounds good. See you in an hour,” Grant said, then cut the feed.

The AI’s voice rang out, practically clapping. “Yay! You ended that without anyone dying! You’re such a GREAT communicator!”

Boomi looked at him like he’d grown a second head. “You’re splitting the bounty?”

Grant grinned. “Hell no. While they wait, I’ll already be inside and walking out with our guy.”

Boomi’s eyes narrowed. “I’m coming.”

“Screw that. Someone’s gotta guard the ship, or the toejams will jack it.”

Bree dropped from her cargo net, upside down, all eight eyes bright. ‘I can go!’

Grant frowned. “We don’t have a suit for you.”

‘Don’t need one!’ she chirped. ‘Space doesn't bother me.’

Grant stared at her for a long moment, mentally filing that away under things I don’t want answers to. “Fine. You’re in.”

Boomi grabbed a massive blaster pistol from the weapons locker and held it out. “Want The Terminator?”

It was Luxx’s personal weapon they’d taken off the dead sleestak’s body. A horrifically dangerous charged particle beamer. Grant chuckled, strapping on his utility belt.

“Nah. Overkill.”

He cycled out of the Nevermind’s tiny airlock, strapped into a harness stuffed with guns and gear. Bree clinging to his shoulders like an overgrown backpack, all eight eyes gleaming. Taking the joystick-style control in hand, Grant's water-vapor jet pack hissed to life, nudging him toward the office-building-sized asteroid.

Only two ways in... a big dock for ships, and a smaller emergency airlock built right into the surface of the asteroid. Grant floated to the dock hatch, where a cheery corporate AI hologram appeared above the control panel.

“Hi there, unauthorized user! You’re totally not allowed to be here, but your attempt to access this door has been logged for quality assurance and future prosecution!”

Grant pulled out Jane’s modified sleestak ‘skeleton key’ and jammed it against the panel. Sparks danced. The AI instantly changed tone.

“Oh! Welcome, valued customer! Please enjoy your stay at Medisurg Advanced Solutions, where new science is just a few credits away!”

Inside, the docking bay was quiet. One lonely short-range shuttle sat parked. The observation room above looked deserted.

Grant crept to the internal airlock, laser rifle drawn, eyes scanning every corner. The gun was a sleestak weapon – the heaviest model in their armory, but barely a substitute for the firepower of a good old fashioned AR.

He spared a quick peek into the control room... empty.

Bree’s voice tickled his mind. ‘Grant… I can feel minds ahead. Not very bright ones.’

He frowned. “Toejams. Figures.”

The airlock opened into a glossy reception lounge that looked like it had been ripped out of a corporate brochure. Plush couches, sleek desk, wall holo cycling through ads for cybernetic enhancements. A chirpy corporate voiceover blasted from the screen:

“Medisurg Advanced Solutions™ – because your body is just a bad draft we can fix! Ask about our Buy-One-Get-One Limb Replacement Special, now with free sedation if you sign the waiver! Remember: if you can’t afford it, you can always finance your new life… at 67% interest!”

Ten toejam mercs all turned to face him as he entered, armored in mismatched junkyard suits. Gear, weapons and hygiene all filthy.

“Well,” Grant said flatly. “Guess we both lied.”

“Looks like you're outnumbered,” the Toejam captain growled, hand hovering over his pistol grip. “You brought a spider to a gunfight!”

‘Uh, Grant?’ Bree said nervously, scuttling to hide on his back, a single pair of eyes peeking past his shoulder.

“Wrong,” Grant said back to him. “You brought a bunch of fucking idiots to an ass-kicking.”

Before anyone could make a stupid move, a massive holographic head blinked into existence above the desk. Sharp smile. Smooth voice. Some blue-skinned alien with big eyes, elongated skull and small pointed ears.

“Welcome, honored guests, to Medisurg Advanced Solutions,” the AI doctor purred like a predator that already knew what you’d ordered for dinner. “I am Dr. Halvex, and I do hope we can all be… civilized.”

The toejam captain blinked up at the hologram. “Nobody gives a crap. Hand over Ojox or prepare to have your shit wrecked.”

Grant didn’t answer. Something about this stank worse than a gas station restroom in July.

Dr. Halvex’s smile widened like he’d been waiting for that question all day. “Ah, my most distinguished guests! How delightful to finally converse. You’ve been ever so cooperative with our little charade, haven’t you? I’m afraid Ojox will not be joining us, but today… today we embark on something far more meaningful. I assure you, it will be absolutely fascinating… for me, of course.”

Grant’s grip on his rifle tightened. “Yeah, see, that’s the kind of thing bad guys say right before the murder starts,” he muttered.

The toejam captain growled. “Shut up, fancy-mouth. If you're not sucking me off with it, I don't want to see your hole open again... unless its to tell me where to find Ojox.”

“Oh, no need to fret!” Halvex said brightly. “We’ll merely be observing your reactions to a variety of stimuli… pain, fear, and perhaps a touch of existential despair. Entirely harmless in the grand scheme of things… to me anyway.”

The toejams muttered among themselves in confusion, too thick to process what was happening.

“Thank you all so very much for your willingness to put yourselves in danger for science,” Halvex continued, sounding like he was offering them cookies. “Our trained security staff will now collect your weapons and space suits.”

Several doors slid open with a hiss. Out marched humanoid figures in bulky armored exosuits, boxlike helmets with glowing photo-receptors. Each carried a non-lethal weapon that screamed corporate lawsuit waiting to happen – stunrays, gel-bag guns, and gravity beam cannons that looked way too cheerful in pastel colors.

Grant muttered under his breath. “Well, hell. Guess the fun part’s starting early.”

The first two guards moved in on Grant, bulky frames lumbering forward with stunrays raised. Grant didn’t bother taking cover. The first shot hit him square in the chest – a sizzle and a flash of light – but the high-tech umbrian suit soaked the energy harmlessly. A gel-bag slammed into his side, splattering against the suddenly rigid armor like a weak paintball. Nothing.

He didn’t bother arguing. Just raised the sleestak laser rifle, and squeezed off two shots, aiming for the knees. The beams burned through the armor, punching ugly holes through both joints. The guards staggered but didn’t go down.

Grant’s brain ticked into high gear.

That was some nonexistent pain response. He’d only ever seen it in a gladiator cyborg before. He shifted aim, blasted at their elbows… one, two, three, four. Arms dropped, smoking at the stumps, but the guards kept shambling forward.

“Bree,” he barked, hopping over a couch to put it between them. “Mind control. Now.”

A beat of silence in his head. ‘I… can’t. Something’s blocking me.’

Great fucking time for the most powerfully dangerous psychic to get cold feet...

‘It's not my fault! It's like... like there's nothing even there...’

Grant gritted his teeth. Fine.

He took a half-step forward, aimed high on the nearest guy, and held the trigger. He kept the greenish beam of the laser on target until the boxy helmet glowed white-hot. It popped with a wet crack… blue blood and bits of brain sprayed out in a vapor cloud. The second kept coming while Grant repeated the process. A moment later the second helmet exploded, and he collapsed like a puppet with cut strings.

He wasn’t the only one fighting. Around Grant, the toejams had gone feral. Making short work of the security guards.

Laser beams wobbled wildly across the room, slicing into the decor and occasionally finding a target. Two of the squat morons charged in swinging axes, another firing wild bursts from a pair of pistols. A fourth casually lobbed a gravity grenade... Grant shielded Bree with his body as the implosive blast ripped apart what was left of the maimed guards, body parts and cybernetic limbs slamming into the walls.

Grant exhaled slow, scanning the carnage. When the toejams stopped shooting he nudged the nearest dead guard.

Not good…

The guards weren’t just heavily armored goons, they were half replaced by machine. Twisted under the armor were humanoid brains with computer modifications, wet organs hooked to synthetic tubing. Blue blood pooled on the glossy floor, sticky and reeking of coolant. They weren't robots, and they weren't people... some sort of... borgs.

The toejam captain stared, confused. “What the hell are these things?”

Grant’s jaw tightened. “For once I agree with you. I got no damn clue.”

The holographic head of Dr. Halvex flickered back to life, still smiling like this was all part of the plan. “My, my. Such efficiency! But really, all this violence is unnecessary. You are now secured inside the research facility. The only way out is to complete the product and technology user testing. Shall we begin?”

***

Grant and the toejam mercs rushed to the docking bay doors. First to the main dock and then the emergency airlock. Each one was sealed with blast doors thick enough to shrug off a nuke. The toejams still tried though… laser fire, axes, grenades. The hull metal didn’t even dent.

Grant spoke under his breath. “Bree, tell Boomi the doors are sealed. Have her use the Nevermind’s ship laser to cut us a way through them.”

Bree’s voice brushed his mind seconds later. ‘Boomi tried. There are blast shields on the outside too.’

Grant grimaced. “Tell her to scan the asteroid. Find the thinnest spot and burn through the rock there.”

As the mercenaries gave up trying to blast a way out, the hologram flickered back to life, chipper as always. “Great news, brave participants! The fine folks at Medisurg Advanced Solutions assure you that you’ll be released – with generous bonus pay – once you’ve successfully survived each test. Isn’t that exciting!”

A single door on the far side of the lounge slid open.

Grant’s jaw tightened. “Oh yeah. Thrilled.”

The doctor’s smile widened. “Also, if you choose not to proceed, we will begin flooding this lounge with lethal radiation in approximately forty-five seconds. Have a productive day!”

Grant looked down at Bree, then at the toejams, who stared blankly at the countdown clock on the wall. He didn’t know if his suit would hold up against a hard radiation bath. Shit… whatever was going on here he had to live long enough to figure a way out.

Fuck it…

“Out of my way,” he snapped, charging toward the marked door.

The toejams didn't follow right away, all arguing until the captain bellowed at them. “You wanna pretty face full of radiation burns? Get moving, we got a bounty to catch!”

Grant stepped through the door into the interior of the test facility and the mercenaries shuffled in cautiously behind him. The room was stark... sterile. Nothing but a single closed door on the far side. A section of the floor slid open, and a mechanical platform rose with agonizing slowness. From the pod, a clear dome slid back with a hiss.

Inside sat… a lunchbox-sized alien artifact.

It looked like it had been adapted into part of a larger machine. Like the shell of some deep-sea monstrosity, ridged and patterned, with two head-sized hatches on its surface.

Grant stared at it. “Great. Looks like we’re about to play the worst claw machine ever.”

The doctor’s hologram flickered back on, still smiling like a game show host. “Oh, what fun!”

“What the hell is this?” Grant asked suspiciously.

“Two participants are required for every test – one as the primary, one as the control. When the test is complete, you may proceed to the recovery area. Isn’t that delightful?”

Grant groaned. “Yeah, hard pass. Nobody signed up for this.”

“Regrettably,” Halvex said with exaggerated politeness, “I am hardwired to complete the test sequence. Even if I wanted to let you go, I simply couldn’t. Progress cannot be stopped!”

Grant rubbed his face. “Of course it can’t.”

The AI brightened further. “And what a thrilling opportunity! The artifact before you is believed to be a relic of the umbrians. Our esteemed researchers theorize it may create psychic abilities to otherwise mundane subjects. Isn’t that wonderful?”

The toejams looked at each other.

“Huh?” the mercenary leader grunted.

“Does nobody want to experience the thrilling evolution and mental acuity of developing psychic abilities?” the AI said with mock disappointment.

Finally, two of the bounty hunters stepped forward, grinning like idiots. “We’ll do it.”

‘That is a bad idea...’ Bree whispered in his head.

“You think?” Grant muttered, “Natural selection, at work.”

The volunteers shoved their heads into the two hatches. The artifact began to glow, a sickly aura crawling over the surface. It lasted maybe thirty seconds and then was done. No fanfare or fuss.

“That it?” the toejam captain snorted.

Both mercs pulled their heads out, looking fine.

Then one started rubbing his hand nervously. A moment later a puddle of flames appeared in his palm.

“Ah, that fucking burns!” he yelled. Then screamed as flames erupted across his body. He flailed, armor melting, until he collapsed in a blackened heap.

“Marvelous!” Halvex announced. “Subject has acquired the power of pyrokinetics!”

“You killed him!” the mercenary captain aimed his pistol at the hologram head.

“Tut tut... he killed himself,” Halvex corrected. “This device merely endows psychic abilities... subsequent control and use it up to the subject... which, admittedly, may vary.”

The second mercenary clutched her head. “Shut up. Stop shouting. All of you. You’re so loud!”

She grew more frantic, eyes darting wildly… until they locked on Bree. Horror filled her expression. She screamed, clutched her skull, and it swelled grotesquely before bursting in a shower of gore.

“Regrettable,” Halvex said, still smiling. “Subject acquired uncontrolled telepathy and… spontaneous cranial rupture. My that's a new one! I can barely contain my excitement! Test complete!”

The far door slid open with a cheerful chime.

Bree's voice was a tug in Grant’s head, a ripple across thought like a hand brushing still water.

‘Grant?’ Bree’s tone quivered inside his skull. She sounded small. ‘I don’t like this place. It’s… wrong. Everything’s sharp and loud and hungry. I want to leave. Please.’

Grant closed his eyes, steadying his breathing. He didn’t understand half of what was happening… the glowing artifact, the whiff of burned toejam still in his nostrils, but he could feel her panic clear as day through the telepathic link.

‘“Hey,’ he thought back, careful and steady, the way you talk to a spooked dog. ‘We’re not stuck forever. I’ll get us out. That’s what I do.’

Her reply came in a rush, tangled with fear. ‘But you don’t know how! I can see it in your head, you don't know! Nobody knows! What if it traps us? What if we disappear?’ Her childlike desperation made his chest tighten.

Grant forced a wry smile. ‘Kid, I’ve been in worse holes than this. Trust me. Sure I don’t know what this is. But I’ll figure something out. I always do.’

There was a long pause. Then her mental presence softened, the raw edge fading.

‘…Okay. If you say so.’

And just like that, the storm inside her went quiet, because she believed him.

The remaining toejams had already bolted for the exit to get as far from the experimental machine as possible. Grant followed, jaw tight, Bree silent on his shoulder.

The next room was just as bare as the last. Except this one was smaller and had two wall faucets – one labeled WATER, the other FOOD PASTE. A single waste chute in the floor.

And in the corner, a humanoid in a filthy rubber bodysuit, curled up and trembling.

The toejam captain squinted. “That him? Our bounty?”

Grant stared at him. “Are you serious? You haven’t figured it out yet?”

“Figured what out?” the other captain said suspiciously.

“Fucking idiot… There is no bounty. This whole thing’s a scam… Medisurg lied to lure us in as lab rats.”

The captain scowled. “If you’re so smart, they why us?”

“Clearly we aren’t the first ones they’ve done this to,” Grant jabbed a finger at the guy in the corner.

The mercenaries froze, the realization sinking in like a bad hangover. Morale cracked. A few cursed. One looked like he might puke in his helmet.

Grant crouched next to the cowering man. “Hey. You alive in there?”

The guy just mumbled nonsense, eyes wild.

‘I can try to reach him,’ Bree whispered in his head.

Grant nodded. “Do it.”

Bree focused, her legs tightening slightly on his shoulders. After a moment, the man blinked rapidly and seemed to come back to himself.

“Got a name?” Grant asked him.

“Name’s... Dhaev,” he croaked.

“How'd you end up here, Dhaev?”

“I don't even know where here is! I was… bound for a work farm on the ag cluster on Cilia. All of us were. Could only afford the trip in cryopod stasis. Then we woke up... here.”

“We?”

“The whole bunch of us from the cryo-stasis berths.”

“Sleep-walkers,” the toajam captain snorted dismissively. “Kidnap losers in cryo-berths, sell em off for forced labor, sex slaves, whatever... But you ask me this guy aint that pretty; no accounting for taste, I guess.”

“Dumbshit,” Grant turned on him. “They were sold to this place for research test subjects.”

“How do we know he's not lyin? He could be Ojox for all we know. I say we laser his toes until he talks.”

“What are you, a fucking birth defect?” Grant yelled. “I just told you, there is no Ojox! This was all a scam!”

While the piggy-eyed toejams tried to wrap their limited brain power around that, Grant turned back to Dhaev.

“Where's everyone else? How’d you end up alone?”

Dhaev shuddered. “We made it past the first room… then waited. Too scared to move on. We sat here for weeks. Until...”

“Until?”

“One by one, the others… they went on. Couldn't take it. But not me... I stayed. I couldn’t do it.”

Grant’s jaw tightened. Weeks? Guess that meant the only way out was forward. There was no fucking way he could stay here for weeks. He had fifty days to pay off the ship.

He stood. “We’re moving. Now.”

The mercs didn’t look thrilled, but they pressed the button by the door. Halvex chimed in, way too cheerful, “Splendid choice, brave participants! Onward to the next exciting phase of your personal growth experience!”

The door slid open with a hiss. Grant grabbed Dhaev by the arm. “You’re coming too. Let’s go.”

***


Chapter 13    : Market Research

The next chamber looked almost clinical… two bio-containment booths stood in the center, spotless and gleaming.

Halvex’s massive holographic head popped up, eyes alight with amusement. “Welcome to Stage Two, my delightful volunteers! Today we begin drug trials for our exciting new compound, Pulminox Theta-16Y. The R&D technicians tell me it now comes with 30% fewer fatalities than Theta-15X! Isn’t science wonderful?”

The toejam mercs immediately turned on Grant. “Di it.”

“Fuck that.”

The mercs bristled. “We lost two guys on the last test. Your turn, creep.”

Grant’s fingers flexed on his rifle.

“We could just do it, you know...” he thought to Aubrey. “This is a good test for us... My immune system’s tougher than any other hyumin species. You’re… whatever you are. Odds are we’d be fine… the stuff wouldn't even effect us.”

‘I don’t think that will be necessary,’ Bree replied calmly.

Before Grant could ask, one of the loudest, most antagonistic mercs shuddered like someone had just dumped icewater down the front of his vacc suit. His whole expression softened. “Hey, you know what? I’m not scared of this! I’ll go first!”

He crab-walked sideways straight into one of the booths. The door hissed shut behind him. The moment it locked he seemed to stagger and blink alert. His eyes went wide.

“Hey! Hey, how the fuck did I get in here? Wait, wait, let me out!”

Another merc snorted. “Pfft, you’re pathetic. Watch this!” She dropped to all fours and spider-walked into the second booth. The door sealed. And as it did, she blinked awake and started pounding on the transparent wall. “Open this up! I want out!”

A small vial of Pulminox descended into each booth. Gas hissed. Dhaev curled into a ball and rocked back and forth.

Grant watched as both mercs screamed, pounding on the walls. The first one drew a small slug-firing pistol and tried to shoot his way out, but the hardened glassine material of the containment booth was a lot tougher. The bullet just bounced around only to ricochet into his own foot.

Grant kept his rifle up, ready for the worst. The toejams backed away nervously.

Then… nothing happened.

Halvex beamed. “Wonderful news! The R&D department has finally resolved those pesky lethal side effects! A rousing success!”

The booths opened. Both mercs stumbled out alive, wide-eyed but breathing.

Grant shot Bree a look. ‘Was that you?’

‘Sorry,’ Bree admitted. ‘Making someone do what they absolutely don’t want takes a lot out of me. I can only control one at a time.’

Grant just grinned, shaking his head. “Not bad, kid.”

The far door slid open. Nobody needed to be told twice. Grant, Bree, and the mercs bolted through into the next rest area.

***

The next rooms blurred together into a nightmare science fair from hell. Every door opened to another ‘exciting opportunity for personal growth’, as Halvex kept calling it in that chipper tone that made Grant want to shoot the hologram projector.

Bree quietly nudged merc after merc to volunteer for the tests. Each time, one of the toejams would get that weird dreamy look, happily stroll forward, and then snap back to reality when it was too late, screaming bloody murder.

First up: the muscle enhancer.

A weird alien artifact inside a prototype field projector that supposedly grew muscles without drugs or exercise. The first merc came out looking like a pro wrestler who’d just grafted four smaller wrestlers to his limbs, flexing with glee. So big his clothes had torn off his body as he hulked out. The second got greedy and stayed in too long… until his body swelled cartoonishly huge. The last thing they saw was his chest, arms, and legs popping like overfilled sausages. Toejam blood and bones splattering the inside of the field.

Halvex clapped. “Oh, magnificent! Your heart rate is positively singing. Such passion, such panic… my dear subject, you are truly an artist of suffering. Our sponsors will be simply delighted.”

Next room: autodoc cybernetic replacements. Two mercs hopped onto surgery beds. The first screamed as the autodoc calmly removed both legs... without anesthetic... and replaced them with sleek hoverpods. The second howled as her eyes were yanked out and replaced with tiny radar antennae.

Halvex beamed. “You’re looking so futuristic! Cutting-edge chic!”

Then came the bio-regeneration gel trial. A ten-foot-tall 'nurse' borg like a walking compact car waited with a big vat of bubbling green goop. The merc with radar eyes and one of the Pulminox victims stepped up, expecting healing. Instead, the nurse stabbed one in the gut and poured acid on the other before rubbing the gel into the wounds. It actually worked… skin sealed, injuries gone. The merc with radar eyes demanded his old eyeballs back while Halvex cheerfully explained organ returns were “outside current warranty parameters”.

Grant casually scooped some of the green gel into his battered Stanley thermos while everyone was distracted.

By the time the last door opened, morale was in the toilet. Halvex still beamed. “Wonderful progress! You’re all doing so well! Just a few more tests and you’ll be scientific heroes!”

But the toejams were ready to revolt. They replied by shooting the hologram – lasers and projectiles passing through it harmlessly – until Halvex frowned down at them.

“Now, now! I pride myself on being a reasonable host, but you test my patience. You must participate willingly, and in exchange I ensure the next round of chemical injections is only mildly agonizing. We must all do our part, yes?”

The hologram vanished.

Watching the carnage had taken a toll on Dhaev's already sketchy sanity. He muttered to himself, rocking in the corner whenever they stopped. The two Pulminox volunteers weren’t looking so hot either… green pox sores spreading across their skin, gums bleeding as their teeth fell out. By the third room, their hands and faces were puffing up like balloons.

Grant kept one eye on the toejam captain. Even the thick-skulled fuckup was starting to catch on. His eyes darted between Bree, his own people, and the test machines.

But he stayed quiet.

***

The survivors limped into the next rest area – Dhaev twitchy as hell, the Pulminox volunteers ballooning up like parade floats, and the remaining toejams looking more spooked by the minute. The one with the anti-grav pods for legs sobbed softly as he wobbled through the air.

Bree’s voice brushed Grant’s thoughts. ‘Boomi sent a message.’

About time… Grant tried not to look like he was talking to himself. “What's up?”

‘She says she found the best spot to burn through the asteroid where the rock is thinnest. Best guess is its only two rooms away from here... we need to keep moving.’

Grant felt a surge of relief. Good. Finally some good news.

‘There is… a small complication,’ Bree added.

Grant grimaced. ‘How small a complication?’

‘The Toejam's ship seems opposed to her activity. They are interfering...’

The asteroid rumbled faintly, dust drifting from the ceiling. Bree didn’t even flinch. ‘Extremely high opposition.’

For a moment Grant worried about Boomi out there alone against the mercenary transport ship. He told himself she'd be fine... the Nevermind came with a dorsal ball turret and they'd mounted a big sleestak anti-ship laser to it. Anyone messing with her would get a big surprise.

“She'll get the job done...”

Not waiting for the beaten mercenaries to gather their senses, Grant swiped the door control panel, starting the next test area. The door slid open revealing a long cafeteria table, trays already set with steaming mystery meals. Grant’s stomach turned.

That was the moment the toejam captain finally lost it. “Nuh-uh! No more!” he shouted, rallying his remaining troops.

“Suck it up, princess. The faster we do this, the faster we get out of here,” Grant growled at them. “So put your big-girl panties on and get in here.”

But the bounty hunters drew their weapons and aimed at Grant. Or at least tried to... the pair with Pulminox sickness could barely see, their eyes were so swollen, and were more pointing at the wall than at Grant and Dhaev.

“We're not falling for it anymore! I think you’re the one controlling all this! You’re making us do all the tests while you just sit back!”

Grant blinked. “Really? That’s your theory? You think I’m secretly running Mister Murder Science over there?”

“Yeah!” another merc snarled, leveling his laser. “This time, you’re up next.”

Grant threw his hands out. “Guys. Use your brains. If I had control of the homicidal lab AI, why would I even be here?”

But Grant saw they were beyond reasoning. He was about ten seconds from being forced to kill them all.

‘If you kill them who will take the tests for us?’ Bree warned him.

Well... if he was careful he could just maim a few...

His hand went for his gun when Halvex’s head appeared, still smiling. “How delightfully antagonostic! But may I interject?”

All eyes went to the hologram head.

“Dear subjects, all your protests and accusations are for naught!”

“Huh?' the toejam captain grunted.

“How's that?” Grant asked.

“Why, because you’ll be pleased to know that everyone must participate in the next trial... or face some rather challenging consequences involving tissue donation. And I assure you, the pieces they remove will be parts you regret not having any longer... In order to facilitate this decision, trained security staff will now assist you in seating arrangements.”

The floor panels opened, and a dozen heavily armed security robots stomped out, weapons gleaming. Stunrays, gel-guns, gravity cannons… enough hardware to take down a small army.

Grant muttered, “Well. That escalated fast.”

Dr. Halvex’s voice oozed out of the overhead speakers, warm and polished, every syllable dripping with syrupy charm.

“Ahhh, my wonderful test subjects! How fortunate you are today. You see, the market gods have smiled, and I – your humble researcher, your tireless servant, your… friend, have been given authorization to unveil a most exquisite innovation. A revolution in flavor. A transcendence of… snackery.”

The vending machine lit up with a dazzling neon strobe. Packages tumbled into view: jagged fonts, screaming colors, warning labels so small they might as well have been jokes.

“May I introduce… the CorpseFuel line! A carnival of synthetic delight, brewed in factories so sacred even the assembly line bots have their memories wiped every week. Each snack is forged from the choicest lab compounds and embalmed with preservatives so heroic your corpse could be displayed at an art gallery for millennia. Glorious, yes?”

The vending machine hissed. Steam rose. Something inside fizzed like acid on bone.

His voice dipped lower, velvet wrapped in razors. “So, my friends, please… indulge. Test. Report. Because in the end, the market must know: will consumers buy what kills them? Or will they die… unsatisfied?”

The vending machine whirred and spat out shiny, black-wrapped snack bars, each with a pulsing hologram of a skull doing a kickflip over flaming text.

CorpseFuel! X-TREME COCHO-PAK!

A pop-punk jingle blasted:

“Bite the bar, rule the stars – CORPSEFUEL FOR LIFE!”

Halvex’s holographic head tilted slightly, smile razor-sharp. “Ah, my dear participants, I must insist that everyone take a sample. You’ve all been so wonderfully cooperative so far – it would be such a shame to ruin our little experiment now. After all, what kind of host would I be if I didn’t encourage my guests to… indulge?”

Nobody moved.

Halvex’s smile froze, voice still silky but edged with steel. “Oh dear… hesitation. That simply won’t do. You have thirty seconds to enjoy my gift willingly… or my security staff will ensure you experience a far less pleasant form of consumption. Do not test my patience, my friends.”

Grant tore one corner of the wrapper open, sniffed.

No fucking way...

Chocolate. It smelled like actual, honest-to-God chocolate. He bit down. It tasted like chocolate. Melted in his mouth like chocolate.

The other stared at him as he inhaled the whole thing in three bites.

“Hey buddy, hook a guy up with another candy bar, would ya?”

“No second helpings!” Halvex said cheerfully. “X-TREME means X-TREME discipline!”

“Fuckin figures...” The first good thing about this place and they wanted to be stingy.

Bree didn’t even unwrap hers. She just shoved the whole bar, wrapper and all, into her weird mouth-hole and swallowed it down.

“Ten seconds remaining of my generosity,” Halvex cautioned darkly.

Grant side-eyed Dhaev. Hands trembling, he opened the package and winced as he put the piece in his mouth, expecting instant death. The guy pretended to chew and swallow, but Grant caught the bulge in his cheek.

The toejams, emboldened by Grant surviving, each ripped their bars open and took bites. Pure bliss lit up their dumb faces… they’d never tasted anything like it. It was so good that the musclebound merc who'd turned into Schwarzenegger’s flexed bicep decided he wanted more for himself. He grabbed the bars from the mercs on either side of him and crammed all three into his mouth.

A holographic questionnaire popped up in front of each person at the table. The questions were a nightmare of corporate buzzwords and market-research nonsense.

>On a scale of 1 to 17, how empowered did you feel by your X-TREME flavor journey?”

>Would you recommend CorpseFuel Snack Bars™ to friends, family, or unpaid interns?

Grant sighed. “Yeah sure, I feel real empowered, five stars, hire me as brand ambassador.”

He answered them more-or-less randomly and closed the survey while the others were still struggling through the questions.

“Hey you, giant head,” Grant turned to Halvex. “Where’d you even get chocolate out here?”

Halvex beamed. “Oh, it’s a marvel of genetic engineering! These delicacies are derived from food DNA recovered on a recently explored Class-6 necroplanet… believed to be an ancient umbrian ruin! The plant source is rich in methylxanthines, specifically theobromine and caffeine.”

“I don't care where you found it!” the mercenary captain said. “It's delicious!”

“Well... delicious, yes, but there's a tiny problem with most subjects' inability to quickly metabolize the natural chemicals… compounds such as theobromine and caffeine are processed extremely slowly in most hyumin species, leading to cumulative toxicity as they build up in the bloodstream. In technical terms, this can result in a cascade of adverse physiological responses politely referred to as 'negative outcome events'.”

“Huh?” the toejam captain said.

Halvex made a pouty face. “If I may speak bluntly, subjects may experience vomiting, diarrhea, thirst, urination, restlessness, panting, seizures, even cardiac arrest! The toxicity depends on the dose consumed!”

As if on cue, half the Toejams vomited violently. One doubled over, soiling his spacesuit with loud liquid feces bubbling sounds. Another clutched her sides and convulsed, mashing her nose on the table. The musclehead who’d eaten three bars stiffened, eyes wide, entire body shaking as he erupted with all symptoms simultaneously, went beet red and toppled to the ground foaming at the mouth until he lay still.

“As I advised earlier,” Halvex said making a tsking sound. “One sample per subject.”

While the attention was on the dead bounty hunter being dragged away by the borgs, Dhaev spat the soggy chocolate out of his cheek. One of the mercenaries glanced at Grant. “How come you ain't dead?”

Grant shrugged. “Everybody on my planet eats this stuff. Guess we evolved a resistance or something.”

“Everyone?” Halvex’s brow furrowed. “Surely as some sort of test of endurance... Perhaps a rite of passage… the ultimate test of adulthood…”

“Nah... We give it to kids on holidays as a treat. And it's also kinda a traditional ritual cleansing food for girlfriends after you break up with them.”

The room stared at him.

“But now that I think about it, I had a dog as a kid that got into a chocolate bar once. Poor thing was sick all night. Guess earthlings are the psychos who looked at poison and thought, ‘Yeah, dessert.’”

The vending machine interrupted by letting out a triumphant DING and spat out cans this time… jet-black aluminum with a neon logo.

CoprseFuel: LIQUID RAGE!

The label played an obnoxious hologram ad of a skull body-slamming a can of Zorp Neo with a voiceover yelling, “Zorp Neo is for adult babies! Be X-TREME! Drink REAL flavor!”

The mercenaries let out a collective wail and shrank back from the cans like they were live grenades. One even whimpered, “Not again…”

After order was restored by force with the nurse bogs intervening, Grant just shrugged, grabbed a can, and cracked it open. The hiss sounded almost normal. He sniffed it. He took a swig. Not bad. Actually… pretty decent. He took another long drink. “Yeah, okay. Tastes a bit like an iced espresso… that you get out of a can at a gas station truck stop.”

Bree plucked up a can in two of her eight legs and sucked the entire thing into her mouth-hole, chewed loudly, and spat out a dripping, crumpled ball of aluminum.

‘This is fun!’

Dhaev cracked his can open, faked a sip, then pretending to have a coughing fit, he spat it onto the floor.

The toejams sat frozen. Then the nurse bots moved… each one grabbing a merc’s face and forcing their mouths open to upend a choking stream of liquid down their throats. Grant had never seen market research waterboarding before.

Couldn't have happened to a nicer bunch of guys...

After the initial panic, spluttering and gagging subsided, the drink-splattered mercs relaxed.

“Huh… not bad,” the captain wiped his mouth. “What’s in this?”

Halvex beamed. “Ah, so glad you asked! This is tinnifeine, a delightful stimulant designed for battlefield performance! Sadly, it failed combat trials due to minor side effects like headaches, fever, nausea, vomiting, tinnitus, tachycardia, anxiety, insomnia, dizziness, and irritability. Severe cases may include seizures and cardiac arrest! Enjoy!”

Grant raised his brows, then shrugged and took another swig. “So… you tried feeding space marines caffeine? Figures. I’ll take it, though.”

Another holographic questionnaire flickered into view in front of each person. This time one of the questions read: “On a scale of ‘synergistic alignment’ to ‘transformational brand equity,’ how fully did your liquid experience actualize your peak potential?”

Complicating the task of completing the survey, several toejams started sweating and twitching violently. One vomited across the table. Another had to be revived by a nurse borg with jumper cables after his heart arrythmia made him nearly die. The rest were just jumpy as cats in a room of rocking chairs.

The vending machine gave another cheery DING! and this time spat out steaming foil packets branded with a flaming skull logo.

CorpseFuel: FLAMIN’ HOT ANIMAL PROTEIN SLURRY!

Each packet came with a disposable spork and a hologram ad screaming, “MEAT THAT BITES BACK! Don’t be a loser – EAT LIKE A CHAMP!”

Bree again popped the entire packet, spork and all, into her mouth-hole and chewed it like candy.

Grant peeled his open, sniffed. “Smells… kinda good?” He took a bite off the spork. Eyes lit up. “Hell yeah. Not bad! Alright, Halvek, now you've got a little hot pepper action. I mean... not the best I’ve ever had but... Somewhere below medium-spicy Taco Bell filling.” He scraped up the rest with the spork and wolfed it down. “But I'm not about to complain. You got some chorizo chicken in that thing, sign me up!”

The toejams each opened theirs, took one bite…

…and erupted into screams.

Choking, spitting, flailing, eyes watering like they’d just inhaled lava. The nurse bots stepped in again, this time grabbing mercs by the jaws and cramming the molten meat down their throats like they were foie gras geese. The mercs wailed as if being tortured with ghost-pepper napalm.

Several toejams panicked enough to grab their Liquid Rage cans and chug, trying to cool the burn. Within seconds, that started more vomiting. A few started seizing on the floor.

Grant casually slid his empty packet over to Dhaev and grabbed his untouched packet while the nurse bots weren’t looking. Grant happily dug into that one as well. “Thanks, buddy. Waste not, want not.”

***

Food product testing finally completed, the toejam mercs stumbled - or sometimes crawled - into the next rest area. Bloated, puking, missing limbs, and covered in sweat.

The ones who were still mobile crawled on hands and knees for the water spigot. One started guzzling straight out of the tap and another unlatched his spacesuit's boots to let the diarrhea drain out into the waste hatch in the floor

One glared at Grant, voice raw. “You’re a monster. Why aren’t you dying?”

Grant shrugged. “Honestly? First time I’ve felt at home in months. Like dropping into a 7-Eleven at 2 a.m. Only thing missing is the rancid hot dogs and nacho cheese made out of motor oil.”

The toejam captain, smeared in half-digested food and shaking like he had the palsy, jabbed a trembling finger at Grant. “You did this! You poisoned us!”

Grant held up his hands. He started slowly backing towards the wall. “Buddy, if I was running this circus, you think I’d have signed me up for all the free trauma? You’re hopped up on space caffeine take a breath before we both say some things you’ll regret.”

The captain’s eyes twitched wildly. “Liar! You’re one of them!”

Shit… looks like the jig is up…

These fuckers had gone crazy. The tinnifeine jitters were kicking in hard, and the smooth-brained idiots were losing what little brainpower they had left. Without making it too obvious he slowly retreated to the door that opened into the next test area.

“Alright, everybody chill… let’s just—” he suggested.

But weapons were already being drawn, and Grant realized too late that the whole situation was about to explode.

Fuckit…

“Guess we’re doing this. Stay behind me,” he told Dhaev and Bree.

He smacked the door controls, pushing Bree and Dhaev through and flinched as bullets and lasers pelted off his suit. Aside from a bit of residual heat he didn’t feel a thing from their popguns.

He backed into the next test chamber. It had a single large machine mounted on a raised platform in the middle. Grant dove behind the big pedestal-mounted device with Bree and Dhaev. Laser beams crackling through the air. He popped up, squeezed off shots with his laser rifle. The blasts barely singed the mercs.

“Figures,” Grant growled, tossing the rifle aside and pulling his .357 revolver.

Halvex’s voice cracked through the chaos, hologram shouting above them. The congenial lilt gone. “This is utterly unacceptable! You barbarians are contaminating my data! These results will never be replicable under proper scientific methodology!”

“Tell them that, doc,” Grant yelled. 

He leaned around the machine, revolver braced in a two-handed grip. In this galaxy, it was basically a handheld anti-materiel cannon. He fired once and half a toejam separated from the bottom half. Twice, and another spun like a ragdoll with a fist-sized hole in and out of his armored space suit.

The AI’s hologram flickered back, furious. “This is not a battlefield! This is supposed to be a demonstration of our revolutionary diagnostic imaging machine! Please, refrain from killing each other!”

Nobody listened.

“Very well... you leave me little choice!”

Nurse borgs poured in from behind hidden wall panels, stunrays and gel cannons firing wildly.

Grant shielded Bree and Dhaev with his body, firing round after round into the borgs. When the revolver clicked empty, he jammed it back into his toolbelt.

No time to reload...

He charged the nearest borg, firing gel-rounds off Grant as it came, and ripped the arm off a with brute force. Blue blood pumped onto the floor, making him nearly slip and fall. The distraction was all the toejam captain needed. When Grant turned around the sweating, vomit-stained bounty-hunter had grabbed Bree and was pressing a laser pistol to her thorax.

“Say goodbye to your pet!” he screamed.

Bree laughed. ‘You're funny!’

“Wait… this thing can talk?” the captain said.

Grant had no idea if her alien anatomy could take a point-blank laser shot but the fact she hadn't taken control of his brain said she wasn't worried. Which meant Grant wasn’t worried.

Dhaev, however, didn't know that.

Armed with Grant's laser, shaking but determined, the traumatized test-subject aimed and blasted a continual beam, rapidly draining the battery. The captain’s arm was burned down to the bare bones at the shoulder, and he dropped Bree with a scream.

Grant was already moving. He grabbed the merc captain by the throat, hauled him up like he weighed nothing, and hurled him across the room into the experimental diagnostic machine.

The captain gave a shriek of terror.

The medical device roared to life, force fields snapping into place. The toejam captain was plucked out of the air and held suspended in the control field. The bounty hunter started to scream louder and Grant winced as his slowly his body was yanked apart – not violently or haphazardly – but piece by piece. Methodical. Limbs, organs, bones, all splayed out like a floating exploded-parts diagram in an anatomy textbook. The toejam captain’s suspended eyes rolled wildly, visible heart beating a mile a minute and his lungs opened and closed like bellows as he shrieked in agony, still conscious.

Fucksakes...

Grant’s stomach lurched. Even after all the things he'd seen in space prison, this was a bit much.

Bree’s voice suddenly shouted in his head, frantic and wild. ‘Grant! This is it… Boomi’s coming in hot... she says to hang on to something, NOW!’

Then the asteroid rumbled. A glowing spot appeared on the far wall. The stone wall of the room hissed and melted as the asteroid heated to melting point. The glow spread fast, then erupted in a blinding flash as a high-powered laser punched through the room, severing one nurse borg in half, and striking the far wall before it carved a ragged hole straight through and then straight through the wall beyond that into the cafeteria product testing area.

Molten rock and exploding pipes and conduits in the walls detonated everywhere.

A split second later explosive decompression hit the room like a tornado. Everything not bolted down – mercs, robots, bits of furniture, the component pieces of the toejam captain – were ripped toward the void. Grant’s boots left the floor. He grabbed for Bree and Dhaev, but the pull was too strong.

All three were sucked out into space with the rest of the room.

The bowl on his helmet formed automatically, growing out of the collar in an instant and protecting Grant form the harsh vacuum of space, but Dhaev started thrashing instantly, choking and freezing.

Fuck!

Bree’s voice echoed in Grant’s mind. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got us.’

She zipped past him, riding the merc with anti-grav pods for legs like a demented surfer, controlling the dying bounty hunter's legs with her psychic powers. In the funnel of spewing air and bits of space station, Grant tumbled end over end into the blackness of space among the asteroid field.

A shadow fell over him.

Looking up, the Nevermind swept into view, bulk moving as delicately as a hummingbird with Boomi at the controls. Maneuver jets flaring. That's when Grant noticed the toejam mercenary ship drifting behind it. Hull full of smoking laser holes, dead and not moving under power. 

Boomi’s voice crackled over the comm. “Garnt! You should have seen it! Like, they thought they had me, right? They swoop in all, like... ‘we’re big scary bounty hunters’ pfft, amateurs… and then WHOOSH I cut left so hard the ship just about turned inside-out but I held her steady because hello, best pilot in the system…”

“Boomi!” he tried to interrupt her.

“Their first volley? Total miss, like they were aiming at last week’s calendar. Then I light up the thrusters, spin sideways and BAM BAM BAM! I stitched those laser bolts across their hull like I was drilling their moms…”

“BOOMI!” he repeated.

“Holes everywhere, sparks, venting atmosphere, it was BEAUTIFUL. They tried to limp away, but nope, not today, baby. Put a burst right through their engines… kaboom! Ship swiss-cheesed, bounty hunters crying into their helmets.”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP WOULD YOU!”

She cut off immediately. “Yes daddy!” she whimpered.

“Geezus, there’s a time and place, okay? Do what I say!”

“Mmmmmph…” she whimpered slightly. “It's so hot when you order me around. Which one of these guys is the bounty?”

Grant pointed at Dhaev and yelled. “Get him and Bree! He’s not gonna last much longer!”

“Sure, but why don’t you… hey! Where you going?’

But Grant wasn't finished. He fired his jetpack, and instead of heading for the Nevermind, he angled himself toward the ragged hole in the asteroid. Dodging around the swirling debris of bodies, robots, and rocks tumbling end over end into the endless dark.

***

Grant stood proudly in the cargo hold of the Nevermind, now home to the battered CorpseFuel vending machine strapped down with cargo webbing, and ordered up another spicy meat meal and a can of Liquid Rage from the dispenser. The cheerful jingle blared again:

“SNACK LIKE YOU HATE YOURSELF!”

Six cryopods lined the hold, five empty and one occupied by the sleeping form of Dhaev. Grant gave the unconscious man a casual nod. “Hang in there, buddy.”

He cracked open the drink, whistling the vending machine’s theme as he dug into the meat slurry. For the first time since getting marooned in this galaxy, it almost felt normal.

If this stuff was from an umbrian ruin, that kinda suggests they were the kind of hyumin psychos eating poison for fun. Grant felt a moment of necroplanet solidarity for the long dead civilization. He wandered to the cramped crew quarters, plopped down in the tiny meal nook, and kept eating. Boomi’s voice floated from the cockpit. “Want to watch the jump to skimmer-space?”

This would only be his second time. Grant left his meal and leaned in the doorway to watch. Boomi and the ship’s AI traded aggressively cheerful checklist confirmations.

“Hi Officer Shiny Boomi! Checklist time! Isn’t this just the BEST day ever to engage the skip drive?” it squealed.

Boomi nodded happily, chewing gum. “Fuel pumps online.”

“YAAAY! Fuel pumps are my favorite! Thrusters engaged?”

“Thrusters engaged.”

“Of course, bestie! That means we’re seconds away from an AMAZING jump experience where we brush against the unknown of another dimension between the thin fabric of existence and the maelstrom! Exciting!”

Grant tuned out for the rest of the checklist. Above the controls, Aubrey was asleep in her cargo hammock despite all the commotion. Eight legs curled in like a spent spider kitten. Poor kid was exhausted.

Finally, the prep checks were done and Boomi engaged the skip-drive. The stars outside smeared into streaks of light before melting away, replaced by a vast dark expanse alive with rippling colors… like skating across a frozen pond at night while the aurora borealis danced overhead. The waves of light shimmered and pulsed, reminding Grant of a beach he’d once visited on Earth where every breaking wave flashed with bioluminescent sparks. It was beautiful, alien and familiar all at once.

He looked at Boomi – her pale face bathed in the colors, eyes wide with wonder – and felt a surge of something deep and unshakable. Without thinking, he leaned in and kissed her hard, leaving her trembling.

“W-what w-was that for?” she said breathlessly.

“I love you,” he told her.

It was Boomi's turn to kiss him. But she climbed up and wrapped herself around his body to do it. The AI squealed in delight, voice sugary sweet.

“Oh my gosh, you two are just the CUTEST! So romantic! So racy! Don’t mind me, I’ll just be over here updating my ‘adorable couple moments’ checklist – EEE!”

Grant glared faintly at the control panel. Of all the AI personalities, how did his ship end up with this one? Moment broken, he gently disengaged from the girl.

They returned to the crew cabin, Grant returning to his meal, Boomi flopping onto a bunk on her back, rubbing her now much bigger protruding belly. Chex had warned him hoplites had a much shorter pregnancy than earthlings… but damn… she seemed twice as big. Like… six months along. Boomi glanced over her propped up datapad, legs crossed lazily as some trashy blerpvid played.

“Can’t believe you went back for that gunk,” she said, nodding at the vending machine meal.

Grant shrugged, mouth full. “Had to get something out of this job. No bounty, no payday. Might as well keep the perks.”

Boomi grinned. “Maybe Glyn at Bilexus will pay something for the research station’s location.”

Grant snorted. “Maybe. But I wouldn’t bet on corporate generosity.”

Finished the meal pak, he cleaned up. Stepped out of the tiny shower cubicle of the Nevermind, naked except for the sonic scrubber swirling around in his mouth as he brushed his teeth.

The handle lit up with a perky jingle, and the brush end twitched like it was ready to clean sins from enamel. “Welcome back to your scheduled oral reclamation event! Ahem… after skipping several sessions. Hey user! Did you know nine out of ten oral technicians agree that brushing only once a cycle is a crime against molars?”

Grant blinked at the toothbrush. Sleek. White. Judgy.

“Your gumline deterioration index is currently… suboptimal.”

The brush vibrated menacingly.

He shoved it in his mouth. The thing buzzed like a murder hornet, made a tsk-tsk sound, then added:

“Oral reclamation algorithm reports you are currently rated HIGH RISK for social rejection, romantic failure, and professional sabotage.”

Grant spat the sonic scrubber out and tossed it in the sink. “Fuck you, I’m switching to mouthwash.”

“Go ahead. Quitter.”

By the time he rinsed and spit, the crew cabin was dark except for the soft glow of the cockpit panels shining through the hatch. 

He followed the bleep-boop noises of the datapad into the cockpit to find Boomi was sprawled sideways in the pilot chair, legs up on the armrest, wearing nothing but the too-small string bikini that struggled to contain her curves. She was chewing gum with intense focus, antennae bent forward as she furiously played some weird alien puzzle game on her datapad.

The game responded to her latest failure with an obnoxiously scolding tone, like a judgmental teacher telling her to try harder. “I win again, loser,” it chirped snidely.

“Ugh!” she groaned at the screen. “I’m not giving up until I beat this level, you stupid box game. You hear me? Never!”

Grant paused mid-brush, leaning against the doorway with a grin. She finally noticed him, eyes going wide at the sight of him naked in the glow of the consoles.

The datapad clattered to the floor.

“Is it… time for orgasms?” she asked, hopeful and breathless.

Grant smiled. “Yeah. It’s that time.”

Boomi hopped off the chair and moved to kiss him. He stopped her gently with a hand on her shoulder. “Maybe spit out your gum first?”

She tilted her head but shrugged. “Your gum is so weird anyway. No taste, no fun.”

He kissed his way up her neck, lips teasing her pale skin. “Then why chew it?”

Her cheeks flushed, antennae glowing faintly. When she answered it was clearly hard for her to concentrate. “B-because… it makes b-bubbles.”

“Well... that so much more important,” he teased.

Boomi grinned, breathless as he got to her ear. “L-look how good at it I am.” And focussing on her lips and tongue she began to blow a bubble. It expanded. Bigger. Longer. Longer still. Until Grant's mouth dropped open.

Grant blinked, then reached out, plucking the blob from her mouth.

Yup... that's a condom...

No wonder it tasted bad.

Grant stared at the condom in his hand, utterly baffled. “Boomi… where the hell did you get this?”

She shrugged, completely innocent. “From that personal hygiene kit. It had lots of gum packets in it!”

Grant blinked, grabbed the kit off the wall shelf, and groaned when he saw the Space-Y logo printed on the side. “This isn’t gum. These are condoms.”

She gave him a puzzled look, her antennae fluttering wide apart showing her confusion. “A what?”

“You know… protection. For sex.”

Boomi tilted her head. “Protection… for sex? Like a stunray pistol?”

“No... don't you know what a...” He tried again using awkward pantomimes. “It goes on me to catch the... fluids.”

Her antennae went even wider.

She's from a planet where they evolved hypercharged reproduction to survive predators... of course she doesn't know what birth control is...

“You put urine in it?” she tried valiantly to guess what he meant.

“No... geezus. Okay, it goes on my cock so that when I fire my baby-paste it stops it from getting inside of you.”

Her brow crinkled and her antennae crossed. “But that would stop me from getting preg--OOOOHHHHHHHH! What? That's what they are for?”

Fucking finally...

“Exactly... so I don’t get you pregnant when we have that kind of sex.”

Her antennae twitched, eyes widening as the realization sank in. “You mean… you could’ve been stretching me in two with that huge necroplanet cock and we haven’t?”

“Uh... yes.”

“We’ve been doing mouth and hand stuff while you could've been re-arranging my insides… all this time?”

Grant rubbed his face. “Pretty much.”

Boomi grabbed his wrist, eyes blazing. “Put it on. Now!” she snatched the chewed-up condom and desperately and incorrectly tried to tie it around his balls. “We’re doing this.”

“Ouch! Dammit! It doesn't go like that... stop! Lemme do it!”

She handed him the rubber and he eyed the thing distrustfully. “At least let me grab a fresh one.”

Moments later, the cockpit was filled with moans and bodies sliding together. Boomi straddled him in the pilot chair, the two of them locked together as the ship’s control panels glowed around them. Belly squeezing against him. Her breath came in gasps, her antennae glowing faintly pink as she rode his dick deep inside her.

“Sooooo much better with you inside me!” she moaned.

Not that they hadn’t been having sex constantly… just a certain kind. He could finger her to orgasm ten times in ten minutes and leave her exhausted, and he certainly didn’t mind her enthusiastic but shy blowjobs. It reminded him a bit of being a teenager again. Doing oral in the cramped bunk was a real flashback to the night he’d spent with Cindy Kirk the one summer he’d gone to sleepover camp.

They shifted, Grant lifting her effortlessly and pressing her against the wall, her legs wrapped tight around his waist. She clung to him, half-laughing, half-moaning as he kissed her neck. Pounding inside her sopping wet pussy until it was dripping down his thighs.

Finally, Grant bent her over the control panel, hands braced against the console as he moved behind her. She moaned, yelled and gushed at least four times as their bodies met hard, her big round ass trembling with each impact.

He was building up, ready to let himself go inside her. Pacing her, making sure to drive her to come one last time with him. And as he gave one final thrust, shooting it into the raincoat inside her, Boomi screamed as she came.

And the slap of her tits on the control panel made displays flicker. With a sudden beep, the skip-drive autopilot flashed into the OFF position.

'Auto-pilot disengaged, manual control on five... four... three...'

The ship AI’s cheerful voice rang out like a bubbly tour guide. “Hi Sparkle Captain and Officer Shiny! Are we sure we want to crash the ship while doing your… very enthusiastic calisthenics? Love the energy, but maybe save the tickle fight for later!”

Grant scrambled to slap the controls back on, slamming the autopilot and keeping them in skip-space at the last moment. Crisis averted at the last second. The two of them threw themselves back in the pilot chair flushed, sweat-slick bodies fitting together perfectly as she clung to him, catching her breath.

She craned her neck to look down. “Did it work?”

He showed her.

Boomi, flushed and glowing, suddenly gasped, eyes going wide. She bolted off his lap with a small yell and sped out of the cockpit into the crew bunks.

Grant followed, confused. “What the hell?”

Boomi had dumped the entire Space-Y kit out onto the bed, frantically counting the remaining condoms. “I just need to make sure we’ve got enough to last the rest of the week in skip-space!”

***

Three days later the Nevermind shuddered as it popped out of skip-space into the Cutelica system. Felt like going over railroad tracks at eighty miles an hour in a pickup with no shocks… jarring but not deadly.

Unlike a ship with real voidspace engines, skipper ships could only make a series of short jumps. That meant they hade to pop out of skip-space in Cutelica to reset the process and then enter the final skip to the Uvala system. But it meant they were more than halfway back home.

If you could count Slagport as home.

They were barely back into realspace a minute when the comms panel lit up, RADIO ZERO channel blaring. The voice that came through was the verbal equivalent of an upturned nose. “Attention… Nevermind. Prepare to receive an official transmission from Bivalek Corporate.”

Boomi glanced at Grant, antennae twitching. “Wow. They sound like they need a stick surgically removed.”

“Please hold for Regional Vice President Glyn Horatio,” the operator continued, dripping disdain. “Though why Vice President Glyn must waste her valuable time on… space tramps… is beyond me.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “Friendly bunch, huh?”

The holo-projector flickered to life. It was a recording from Glyn. Like he’d last seen her, done up in a traditional veridian dress, unblemished green skin, perfect teeth, smug smile, white hair so perfect it looked unreal. “Captain Garnt,” the executive said smoothly. “I received your message about the Ojox job… Too bad, but I have dispatched a recovery team to the coordinates. We’ll discuss salvage fees when you get here.”

Get here? Where was she?

“But, in good news, I have an urgent – and well-paying – job that requires your… unique skill set. I have arranged to be to be at the only halfway civilized installation in this charming system: a mining station on the moon of Cutelica-IV. Meet me there immediately after receiving this message.”

An onstation address flashed at the bottom of the screen.

The voicemail ended with the spinning logo for Radio Zero. “Thank you for using Intergalactic VoiceBurst™ – bringing you yesterday’s messages, tomorrow!” a self-satisfied customer service voice told them. “This message retrieval has incurred a convenience handling fee of 842 credits, plus a non-negotiable surcharge for cosmic latency, emotional distress risk, and ambient data drift. Playback of sarcastic or passive-aggressive tones may be subject to an additional Acerbity Tax.”

A ding.

“To dispute this charge, please visit any authorized kiosk in person on Delta Vulgus Prime during standard local business hours.”

Grant glared at the console. “…eat a bag of dicks.”

“You hear that?” Boomi bounced on her seat. “Told you our luck would change! Glyn has a better job for us!”

“Yeah,” Grant stared at the comms console. “Lucky...”

Conveniently lucky? Don't get paranoid...

Boomi grinned at him, her string bikini top peeking out from under her loose tank. “Bet it pays better than our last job.”

“Our last job didn't pay anything...”

“Exactly!”

Grant shrugged and smiled. Hard to stay grumpy with Boomi around.

Bree stirred, upside down from her cargo hammock above them. ‘I think it sounds like fun,’ she chirped telepathically.

Fuck… how long had she been awake?

***


Chapter 14    : No Peace, Only Pandy

Station Drillhead-11 looked like someone had tried to build a strip mall on the moon and ran out on money. A collection of low rectangular buildings and the corridors connecting them had an unfinished bare metal exterior. The buildings were grimy, dented, and patched with mismatched plating. The connecting walkways rattled, reminding Grant only a thin layer of metal and plastic separated them from the void of the airless moon. The place was held together with duct tape and falsified maintenance reports.

On top of that, the air scrubbers were overworked, needed repairs or both because the swamp smell of the station's inhabitants was thick in the bottled atmosphere.

His mood got even worse when one of the public hologram projectors in the station corridor coughed up another Synovatek corporate announcement between ads for digestive tract replacement surgery and the Church of the Star Goat addiction services.

“Greetings, breathers! This is your favorite, green-skinned executive, Henz Zoric. Due to your overwhelming enthusiasm for respiration, Synovatek has generously recalibrated atmospheric access fees to better reflect our planet-saving carbon neutrality goals! Isn’t it nice to know every breath you take is now 0.6% greener? Sure, the oxygen tax has increased, but think of it this way: you’re literally inhaling progress! So go ahead, inhale proudly… and remember, late breathers will be fined.”

After making their way from the docking pads, Grant and Boomi stepped through the outer airlock of the Bivalek geologic survey office. The after-hours AI greeted them with hollow corporate cheer.

“Welcome valued associates! Please enjoy our complimentary stale nutrient bars, restroom tokens available at the kiosk for a modest 3-credit fee!”

“Do you have any change?” Boomi asked. “I need to pee.”

The AI chimed again, voice perky and soulless. “Restroom tokens can be purchased at our conveniently overpriced kiosk! Please follow the cheerful blinking lights on the floor to Conference Room B – B for Bivalek, B for Best, B for Be-There-Or-Be-Fired!”

Grant handed her a money stick and when she returned they followed the holographic arrows on the floor to Conference room B.

The place was a long way from the spacious offices on Slagport. Glyn was waiting for them in the cramped meeting room, immaculate as ever, casually scrolling her datapad. It was like catching a supermodel in a rare candid moment. Focussed on her work… a hint of the driven corporate director underneath the casual charm.

Her dress was probably worth more than the whole building.

Behind her stood a bodyguard built like a cargo hauler… at least 75% replaced by cybernetic parts, and seated opposite her, bored and tapping clawed fingers on the table, was a familiar face.

Grant blinked. “What the fuck is she doing here?”

The catgirl scowled at him. She looked like someone had genetically engineered a Japanese idol singer with DNA from a Barbie doll... but got a stray cat hair in the test tube. Tiny, wide-eyed, with flawless pastel makeup, a frilly pink outfit covered in glittery hearts, and a permanently bouncy, too-cute energy that screamed pop princess while her swishing tail gave her away as anything but human. Her skin was pale white with blood-red stripes so she looked like a candy cane, along with the red hair and pointed ears she was like some variety of exotic furry elf escaped from the north pole. 

It was Pandy Orgone. Empathicore singer. Creator of the same pop feelers Boomi had been singing to herself for days.

A trio of poker-chip sized discs hovered above her head.

She growled at the vice president. “This is your highly skilled tracker?” 

Glyn gestured them in. “Captain Garnt, Ms. Boomi. How delightful. You seem to have… survived... your previous mission despite the challenges.”

Grant scratched his neck. “You have any idea the shit you put us through?. There was no target. It was a trap to lure test subjects into a Medisurg Advanced Solutions facility. They tried to murder us with homicidal science experiments. Give me one good reason to take another job recommendation from you if your intel on the last one was so shit.”

Horatio smiled thinly. “Well... how about that if you contact my office we'll arrange suitable compensation for the trouble.”

And suddenly Grant understood… Glyn wasn’t surprised by the news. “You knew,” he said a glare forming.

“Of course I knew,” the veridian said levelly.

“Then why did you send us!” Boomi yelled. “We nearly got killed!”

Grant’s gaze went back and forth. Adding things up. Awfully coincidental Glyn had been waiting for them to return, with a new client, and no apologies. “It was a test,” he said.

“Well… let’s call it an audition,” Glyn smiled. “I had to prove you were everything they said you were. The people I work for don’t take risks lightly. And… now I can offer you this… much more lucrative… job. Call it an apology.”

“Yeah, about that. What's the job? And what are those?” he pointed at the flying chips.

“Let me answer both questions at once,” Glyn said. “I trust you know Pandy Orgone.”

“I caught her act.”

“I’ve heard her emoticore feelers all over,” Boomi smiled.

The cat-girl gave a slightly gracious smile. Accepting what they said as praise.

Glyn pulled out some datapads and set them in a neat row on the conference table while she talked. “She's touring the frontier, putting together material for a blerpisode series to sell to a major network that will remain nameless... those discs are the latest in hologram-recording drones. While the general public knows she's in the Leviathan Reaches on a performance tour, her true purpose in the region is a bit of an... artistic retreat for inspiration.”

“Seriously?” He eyed the flying cameras... great.

“Since Bivalek sponsored some of her tour we'd like to assist her. You'd be doing me a big favor if you could transport and protect her on, well... a search of discovery both for the unknown and herself.”

Probably read that off the marketing department’s tagline for the blerpisode pitch.

“How much?” Grant asked instead.

“We can discuss money in a moment. First, I want you to understand Pandy has come into possession of a most unusual empathy recording. Tracing its origin led back to Uvala system.”

“So?” Grant said.

Pandy leaned forward, eyes sparkling. “It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt! We're talking unique... I have to know where the feeler comes from and how it was made! If I can find its source, if I can use it... it’ll make me the biggest empathicore star in the known worlds!” her ears twitched in excitement.

Grant shared a look with Boomi who looked wide-eyed with shock. “I dunno, Glyn... sounds pretty sketchy to me…”

The green-skinned woman pushed one of the datapads towards Grant. “Here’s a copy of the feeler. All you need to do is find the man who sold this to a junk dealer. We know he's a prospector named Stimpt. Then find out from Stimpt where it came from.”

Grant’s expression must’ve been sour.

“Consider it… a favor.”

“I do favors for friends and my sister. You’re neither. And besides, you still owe me a favor for this last job.”

“Then do it for the promise of future business.”

He shook his head. “If I don’t pay off my debts I won’t be around for future business,” Grant said. He knew he was playing hardball with the corporate executive and didn’t care. He’d had enough of being overworked and underpaid. “Try again.”

Glyn considered and pushed another datapad towards him. “Fine. Here’s the retainer… payable each day. And if you successfully complete the mission there’s a bonus of 10 shares of Bivalek stock… the current market value is at the bottom of the screen.”

He took both pads and Boomi leaned over his arm to read the bonus.

“Garnt!”

“I know…” The current value was worth at least 25% more than their debt to Synovatek.

“What’s this clause?” he asked.

Glyn looked embarrassed. “That’s the client satisfaction rating… If the client – Ms Orgone – feels she was treated well and provides a favorable rating at the end of the job, you get the full amount.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“You get half,” the cat said with a satisfied smile.

Grant frowned. “Sounds like a wild goose chase. How am I supposed to know if anything this Stimpt guy tells me is true or not?”

Pandy smiled sweetly. “Oh, I’ll be coming with you. I'll use my powers to... validate... any material you find.”

Grant blinked at the candy-striped cat-girl. “No fucking way. Hard pass.”

The thought of the cramped ship with this frilly pink cat as a passenger… using the cockpit chairs as a scratching post… made his skin itch.

Pandy pouted, lip quivering. The executive sighed and stood up. “A word.”

She motioned from Grant to follow her into the hall. Lowering her voice, she dropped some of the slick executive routine and looked a lot more like the executive he'd first met. “Play nice, Garnt. I need this handled and I need her not to die doing it. Do this job for me, and I’ll help you out.”

“Help how?”

“Aside from the extremely generous bonus you mean? How about I figure out a way to keep Henz Zoric off your back… permanently.”

“Why me?” Grant asked after thinking about it. “What’s your angle? Tell me how you’re fucking me over.”

Glyn stepped a bit closer. Grant was reminded she was an extremely attractive woman… which was probably her intention. “If I wanted to fuck you,” she said seductively. “You’d know it. Bivalek is in a very… precarious… position in Uvala. Nobody wanted this posting, you know why? Because Synovatek has everything sewed up so tight it’s a career dead-end. But not me… I have a nose for spotting talent and opportunity and you’re both. I think you alone could probably upset the entire balance of corporate economy in this entire region… if you wanted to. And you don’t even know it.”

Grant stared at her. What the fuck?

“And that sort of upset to Synovatek means huge opportunities for me. I could make my dogmeat out here… and if that means backing a force of nature like you, then that’s what I’ll do.”

“I’m not what you think I am,” he said.

“Nuh-uh… you’re not what you think you are. Trust me. Look… I’m sorry about the Medisurg facility… I had to know for sure you could handle yourself. I got handed this Pandy assignment from the media division and I need it done. Do me this solid and I won’t forget it.”

Grant considered. “I don’t trust you.”

“Trust is earned,” she nodded.

“I want what you just offered in writing.”

“Contract is already drawn on the table back there,” she smiled, knowing she’d won.

“I’ll give this job two weeks. Max. Then I need to be taking paying jobs,” he told her.

“Done.”

When Grant returned, Boomi and Pandy were locked in silent, staring contest. Boomi’s antennae’s quivering, Pandy’s tail twitching. Grant plastered on a fake grin. “Pandy! I've reconsidered and we'd be thrilled to have you along and take the job. We’ll make a great team.”

Pandy squinted at him, car ears flattening. “I'm an empath, remember?” she huffed. “I can feel you lying.”

***

Station Drillhead-11 only had two bars, and this one looked like it had started life as a storage shed. The air reeked of cheap, one-percent booze and burnt protein slurry from the house-special meal, and the crowd of miners and factory workers gave Grant’s crew the kind of stare that said tourists get their asses kicked here.

All three of Pandy’s coin-sized recording drones zipped around, catching every angle for her blerpisode series. “And here we are, brave adventurers on the edge of civilization!” she chirped to the camera, striking a cute pose that made a nearby prospector spit into his cup in disgust.

Grant pushed through to the bar. The bartender looked up, eyes narrowing at Bree.

Bartender was a chimplike mongo with green fur. He curled his lip at the sight of Bree riding on Grant's shoulder. Even when Bree blinked her big, innocent, puppy-dog eyes... all eight of them.

“We don’t serve their kind here.” The bartender jabbed a thumb upward toward a flickering hologram sign above the bar that read: WALK IN ON TWO LEGS OR GET CARRIED OUT ON YOUR BACK... NO CREEPY BUGS OR SCALIES!

Racist fuck...

“That's alright. She doesn't drink,” Grant said, his back going up.

“Maybe you don't hear so good...” the bartender laid a battered stunrod on the bartop.

Grant approached and grabbed the sizzling end of the stunbaton, sparking against his palm, and yanked it away to break the entire thing in half. Grant’s jaw tightened. “That’s my sister you're talking about. You insulting my sister?”

The bartender blinked. “S-sister?”

“Yeah.” Grant leaned in, glaring. “What, you don’t see the family resemblance?”

The mongo wilted fast. “...Right. I guess we can make an exception...” his eyes darted to the bar, unwilling to fight Grant. “Drinks?”

Boomi smirked, clearly enjoying the small victory, and rested her boobs on the bartop. “What do you have?”

Pandy, however, glared at Grant. Her feline feature's tensed and her tail switching back and forth. After the bartender had doled out three bottles of Janga – one of the cheapest brands of .9% alcohol – she leaned close angrily.

“Why make so much fuss about a pet?” she whispered. “We're here to get information!”

Grant bit his tongue – he wasn’t about to start a fight with the client. “And we will. Give it a bit.”

They grabbed their drinks and settled into a table as the crowded room went back to its business. As a camera coin hovered over the table Pandy immediately went into performance mode. She leaned against Grant, batting her eyes. “So, tell me about yourself, Captain. What’s it like, knowing you get to spend all this time with me?”

Grant gave her a polite smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Oh yeah. Living the dream.”

Pandy toyed with her long scarlet hair, leaning closer. “So, Captain… big strong bounty hunter type like you… bet you’ve got amazing stories. Ever rescued a damsel before?”

Boomi shrugged. “He just saved me like, yesterday.”

Pandy shot her a look like she’d stepped in something unpleasant, then turned back to Grant with a syrupy smile. “Anyway… I think you probably look great holding a damsel in your arms.”

“Okay,” Grant said after a long pull of his drink. “Funtime's over, time to get to work. Everybody split up. Mingle. Find someone who knows where Stimpt's been hiding.”

“What... we just... ask?” Pandy stared.

“Pretend you're flirting with Garnt!” Boomi suggested happily and bounded off to a muscular azurian with a shaved head.

Pandy rolled her eyes but wandered off, followed by her floating drones, clearly narrating this all for her fans.

'You know what to do,' Grant spoke in his head, knowing Bree would pick it up.

'Sure do, big bro.'

Grant headed for the bouncer by the door; a wall of batsquatch muscle with a face like a fist. They traded shop talk. He had answers in minutes. Turns out everyone knew Stimpt. Local loudmouth, chronic gambler, occasional drunk-tank regular. But nobody had seen him for months.

But as Grant was about to ask more questions a shout erupted from inside the bar. Grant and the bouncer both stepped back inside as chairs scraped across the floor.

They arrived just in time to see Boomi land a running kick that sent a burly Toejam flying over a table. Bottles smashed, miners cheered, and Pandy’s drones zipped in to get every angle for her blerpisode.

More locals stood, snarling at Pandy… assuming she was with Boomi. The catgirl hissed and backed up, tail puffed like a bottlebrush. “Why is everyone so mean?” she cried to her drones.

Shit... she was going to get her whiskers ripped out...

“Sorry pal, gotta handle this,” Grant said to the bouncer and slammed through the crowd like they were tenpins.

He pushed a fist into the first man’s jaw with a sharp crack and felt bone crumbling, elbowing the second in the throat hard enough to fold him over with a crushed windpipe unable to breathe, then driving a short, brutal punch into the third’s gut before finishing with a headbutt that split skin and left him drooling on the floor. It was all over by the time the bouncer got there but the batsquatch gave an angry yell, throwing a punch into Grant's kidneys.

“Motherfucker,” Grant winced, turning around to glare the bouncer down. The alien seemed entirely unprepared for the idea Grant wouldn't collapse screaming after a single punch.

Grant pivoted, heel-kicked the guy’s knee, and watched it fold backwards leaving him howling on the ground.

The bartender must've had station security on speed dial because a four-man squad in padded armor with stunray pistols was there in under a minute. Of course, Drillhead-11 wasn't that big a place. When station security burst through the door, guns levelled at Grant, he already had his Marshal credentials ready to flash them. The hologram popped up in the air clear as day, and they froze.

“Relax, boys. Law enforcement's already on scene.”

While he had the entire place's attention, he put his badge away and flipped up a datapad projecting a hologram of Stimpt.

“Anyone seen this guy?”

The room went dead quiet.

“Nobody. Nobody here knows where Stimpt might be?”

Bree’s voice slipped into his head. ‘That guy in the corner knows. The one pretending to be real interested in his drink with the orange cap with earflaps.’

Grant turned slowly, eyes locking on the guilty-looking miner in the back. “You,” he pointed. “Let’s have a chat.”

***

Grant and his crew dragged the unlucky miner out of the bar, down a grimy maintenance corridor that smelled like beer after it went through someone’s kidneys. Pandy’s recording drones zipped after them, dutifully capturing every angle for her blerpisode.

Grant swiped them away like flies but they darted out of his reach. “Don't you ever turn these fucking things off?”

“What?” Pandy asked, her slit-pupilled eyes flaring in surprise. “Why? This is pure gold!”

Grant sighed and shoved the guy against the wall. “Alright, buddy. Let’s talk about your buddy, Stimpt.”

“I don’t know anything!” the miner squeaked. “Never heard of him!”

Bree’s calm voice slid into his mind. ‘He knows Stimpt. Worked with him.’

Pandy struck a dramatic pose for her drones. “He’s LYING. I can feel it. You can’t fool an empath!”

Grant gritted his teeth. “We don't give a fuck about you, buddy. Just tell us where’d Stimpt go?”

‘He’s thinking about the ice moons near here,’ Bree relayed. ‘He ditched Stimpt there.’

Pandy closed her eyes in exaggerated concentration. She gasped and pointed accusingly. “He’s thinking of something BAD! I think he DID SOMETHING to him!”

They kept at it – Grant asking, Bree answering silently, Pandy grandstanding like she was solving the case with feelings. Each answer led to more details... turns out the guy and Stimpt used to work as partners... then Stimpt had found some kind of big score, refused to share, and cut ties with his old pal… hence the sore feelings and the marooning.

“I don't know nothing else! There was a rumor from some Star Goat freaks in a pilgrim ship they saw a ship crashed out on Frigidaire, the ice moon, but who knows?”

‘He does,’ Bree added. ‘He sabotaged Stimpt’s engine in revenge. He knows that's where the ship went down.’

Grant’s expression hardened. “Thanks. That’s all I needed.” He stepped back, letting the guy slink away.

Pandy spun to her drones, winking. “Ding-dong, glitter-bombed justice delivered! Subscribe, babes… my tears are free, my merch is couture, and the Halo of Eternal Feels waits for no one! Remember darlings, karma’s my backup dancer and I just dropped the hottest justice single yet.”

Grant ignored her and motioned to Boomi and Bree. “Let’s grab Princess Instagram's gear and get back to the Nevermind. We’ve got a wreck to find.”

On the way back to the Bivalek office, Pandy practically glued herself to Grant’s side. Her recording drones floated in a mathematically perfect triangle around them as she turned every step into performative flirting. “Cue the spotlight, sparkle squad – our brave Marshal is in the frame!” she trilled. “My gallant rescuer, my hero crush, my algorithm booster! Drink it in, darlings, taste the heroism on your tongues!”

Grant shot her a look. “You know you don’t have to narrate every breath you take, right?”

Pandy ignored him, brushing her tail against his legs with a teasing grin.

Back at the office, Glyn was long gone. Pandy took the opportunity to tug Grant into an empty office. Before he could ask what was happening, she had him backed against a desk, kissing him like she was trying to win a trophy. Her tail curled around his leg, and he was getting pussy ground against his thigh with zero shame.

“Mrrrrowrrrr,” she gasped. “Yes! Touch me there,” she purred.

Geezus... this cat went from zero to sixty pretty fast. An hour ago she couldn't stand him. Likely she still couldn’t... but he had to admit her sleek feline body was all humanoid woman under the fur.

The door hissed open.

Boomi leaned in, grinning. “Wow. First date and already humping on the desk? Guess what they say about catgirls is true.”

Pandy pulled back, eyes flashing. “Excuse me! M-my species is monogamous and... and not slutty!”

She pressed her body against Grant and literally sank her claws into his chest. “What's it to you, anyway? I did a deep read on you, you know! Didn’t feel any jealousy from you, so I assume you're not together.”

Boomi looked amused. “She's cute when she's slutty, Garnt. I'll let you finish her off.”

“Pervert!” Pandy yelled at Boomi as she left Grant to deal with the mess, winking at him.

Fucking practical joker...

“Fine, I will!” Pandy screamed after her. “I'm going to sex him! Sex him like he's never been sexed!”

Boomi's voice drifted back, amused. “He’s a catch. Go nuts.”

Grant blinked. This was not something a lifetime of relations on Earth had prepared him for. Sure, he'd dated more than one girl at a time in his day... but usually they didn't know about each other. Even threeways had always been a minefield of relationship negotiation. Even when one girl was coming on his dick and the other was creaming while sitting on his face, they couldn't just be happy… one of them would get upset about who was riding what first.

Up until he started dating girls in prison, he’d spent his whole life expecting girlfriends to be territorial. Then between Boomi, Jane, Merin and even Alice, he couldn’t get used to just how okay they all were with sharing him.

Pandy, however, looked scandalized – like she’d just been told she’d have to share her favorite toy.

Sex toy you mean...

One of her drones zoomed in on her expression, perfectly capturing the moment for her blerpisode.

“We’re done here,” he told her.

“W-what?” she said in confusion… then hissed as he picked her up and set her aside. “B-but… sex…”

“You want butt sex on the first date?” he asked. Her eyes went huge, mouth trying to form a denial. “I didn’t get hired for sex, not even butt sex. We have a job to do.”

***

Grant packed up the pile of gear from they'd been storing in the spare bunk and lugged it into the cargo area to throw it into a crate. They needed to make room for Pandy, and he wasn't about to kick Bree out of her bunk, so that meant clearing out the spare.

The Nevermind’s AI chirped through the speakers, bubbly as ever. “Hi Sparkle Captain! Should our fabulous new crew member get full control access and maximum security clearance? Wouldn’t that be just so empowering?”

Grant nearly choked. “Absolutely not! Don’t you dare.”

“Gotacha! We’ll just put her down as potentially dangerous probationary friend for now!”

“That’ll do…” he grumbled.

By the time Grant came back, Pandy was in the middle of changing out of her frilly stage outfit. She stretched lazily, parading around in just her lacy bra and panties, her tail brushing against him like it had a mind of its own. “Oh, whoops,” she said, fake-innocent. “Didn’t realize you’d be in my space.”

There was a lean, lithe sensual movement to her body. Small breasts, narrow hips... like a supermodel cheetah hybrid. The red and white fur was short and close to her body like velvet. She stepped closer in the cramped cabin, tail curling around his waist, her body brushing against his as he opened a can of Black Death Coffee.

She jumped a foot in the air when the vending machine jingle blared: “SLAM A CAN, FEEL LIKE A MAN – CORPSEFUEL COFFEE: WE’RE NOT LIABLE FOR HEART EXPLOSIONS!”

Boomi walked in from the cockpit, plopping down on the opposite bunk. “Course is set for Frigidaire. We’ll be there in a few hours.”

The cat-girl retreated from Grant, pulling on a pair of silky shorts and halter top.

Grant paused in the doorway as Boomi sprawled across the crew couch like she owned it. She had one leg propped up on the backrest, the other dangling over the edge, her flight suit unzipped further to frame the curve of her baby bump. The swell of her belly was impossible to miss, though she carried it with the same casual bravado she did everything else, stretching so lazily that the suit unzipped fully from neck to crotch and Pandy’s camera drones kept awkwardly re-focusing to catch the view.

“So,” Boomi said, resting a hand on the slope of her stomach. “What’s the big thrill of touring as an empathicore, huh? You hop system to system, cry on command, and then what? Sell merch with your tits on it?”

Pandy tilted her head, fixing the pilot with an icy pageant smile. “It’s called artistic sacrifice, dear. Not that you’d understand. Some of us carry emotions, not… excess.”

Boomi barked a laugh, rolling onto her side so the zipper of her suit slid even lower, drawing attention exactly where she knew it would. “Wow. You just called me fat, didn’t you?”

“Oh, heavens no,” Pandy purred, the cameras catching her every flutter of lashes. “I just assumed all that… extra… was part of your species’ aesthetic.”

Grant caught Boomi’s grin in the corner of his eye… slow, dangerous, the kind that meant she was about to enjoy this.

Boomi tilted her head at Pandy. “So… big star, huh? Bet you get groupies lined up everywhere you go. Fans throwing themselves at you, huh?”

Pandy stiffened. “Excuse me?”

Boomi grinned. “Just saying. You’re gorgeous. Must be nice to never have to try that hard to get laid.”

Pandy’s eyes narrowed. “For your information, empathicores are pure and wholesome! We exist to uplift spirits, not debase ourselves with cheap… activities, with the fans. They rely on us to show them a brighter world.”

The albino grinned, found a food bar in her flight suit thigh pocket and started eating. “Which part was it when you were dry-humping Garnt in the office? Pure or wholesome?”

Pandy’s back stiffened. “I can guess what someone of your character acts like... Just look at that cheap holographic tattoo on your arm... looks like it was done by hand in prison!”

“It was,” Boomi smiled, laying back in her bunk. “That's where we met. It was so romantic!”

One of her drones floated close to her face, and Pandy turned to it with a snarl. “Cut that part out. Just leave the bit when I say ‘pure and wholesome.’”

Grant just sipped his coffee, watching the two girls testing each other. Like they were two cats trapped in a bag. 

Not exactly a fair fight... one of the cats is a kitten and the other's a jaguar...

Boomi rolled onto her side, grinning like she’d just remembered a dirty joke. “Well, if Miss Pure and Wholesome isn’t going to take you up on it Garnt, I will.” She patted the bunk next to her, eyes sparkling. “C’mon, big guy. You know you want to.”

Pandy froze, tail puffing up. “Excuse me? Are you seriously just… just going to do that in front of me!” She turned on Boomi. Hissed.

“Listen, Pussycat,” Grant sighed. “Boomi and I are together. You’ll have to deal with that.”

“That’s not in the contract!” the cat-girl narrowed her slit-pupiled eyes at him.

Grant blinked, halfway to a sip of coffee. “Wait, what—? What the fuck are you talking about?” He was getting a sinking feeling in his stomach.

Pandy gave a satisfied smile.

"You do realize you are my legally mandated boyfriend, right?" she said, voice sugary sweet with claws hidden underneath. "It says right there: 'Contractee will provide romantic and/or sexually performative companionship in both authentic and on-camera contexts for the duration of the expedition.'"

Grant blinked. "That was in the fine print?"

"Of course it was!" she huffed, tail twitching behind her. "Page seventeen. Footnote twelve. Sub-clause: Emotional Engagement Deliverables. It’s standard Empathicore practice. My audience expects authenticity." She turned to the camera drone hovering behind her shoulder and blew it a kiss.

Boomi, still chewing the snack bar aggressively crunchy, shrugged. "Okay. So what?"

Pandy recoiled like she'd been slapped with a wet contract. "So what? So what? He's your boyfriend! You're supposed to be upset!"

Boomi shrugged. "As long as I still get to have sex with him, I don't care what the cameras call it."

Grant made a small choking sound. "Can we not do this here?"

Pandy looked like she was going to faint. "You share him? Voluntarily? That’s deranged! I have a signed document entitling me to exclusive romantic and-or sexual deliverables!" She waved the datapad like it was the holy scripture of the Star Goat.

Boomi shrugged. "I have a medical condition."

Pandy's ears twitched. "Excuse me?"

Boomi tapped a folder on her wrist display. "Hoplite reproductive biology requires regular ingestion of specific enzymes found in Grant's, uh... let’s call it 'natural fluids.' It keeps my immune system from imploding. So I need a daily dose. Oral. Prescribed." She smiled, very sweetly. "Want to see my doctor’s note?"

Pandy stood up. "That is NOT acceptable."

Boomi nodded. "Neither is your overacting."

The cat-girl growled at her and bared her claws.

Grant moaned. How is this my fucking life now… ?

Pandy rounded on him. "Okay, Captain Fluids, you need to pick a lane. Me, the glamorous rising starlet with seven million followers and a haptic merch line, or her, the fat albino with no fur or claws!”

“She’s not fat, you halfwit, she’s pregnant.”

“Whatever!”

Grant looked between them, dead-eyed. "You two are going to have to share."

Pandy gasped like she'd just been slapped with a privacy violation. "Share? What am I, a dessert sampler?"

He spread his hands. "Look, it’s a big galaxy. Plenty of Grant to go around."

Pandy crossed her arms, tail lashing. Then after a moment she lifted her chin with imperial indignation. "Fine. I will allow it. But only because she’s a tragic medical charity case and I am magnanimous. She can have… 10%.”

Boomi raised a brow. "You sure about that?” she chuckled. “I’m pretty sure you can’t handle ninety percent of Garnt…”

Pandy perked up. "Of his time, affection, and emotionally resonant camera footage, yes. Minimum."

Grant slowly slumped back against the couch. "Someone vent me into space."

The camera drone zoomed in for a close-up. A little cartoon heart popped up over Pandy’s wrist-comm paired to the drones and her social media platform.

"Yay," she grinned. "Fan engagement trending upward by 14%." Then she turned on Boomi. “You can have him when I say so… no sense in continuing to act so… slutty.”

Boomi chuckled. Seemed to find the whole thing funny. “Slutty?”

“You may have Garnt when I do not need his services. No sooner.”

Boomi might not be bothered, but Grant’s annoyance dialled all the way up to anger. “Hold the fuck up, you selfish little cu—”

But Boomi moved before he could finish the word... clamping her small hand over his mouth. “We’ve got an emergency in the cargo bay,” she said brightly, dragging him out of the compartment.

Boomi sealed the hatch and locked it before taking her hand away from Gant’s mouth with a shushing motion. The Nevermind’s AI chimed in from the control panel speaker, voice way too cheerful.

“Ooooh! Is this a secret meeting? Sounds fun! Want me to livestream it to all crew for morale purposes?”

“NO,” Grant barked as Boomi hauled him to the far end of the cargo bay past the cryotube with Dhaev inside.

“What the fuck?” he demanded. “Doesn't that entitled little furball piss you off?”

Boomi shrugged and made a 'meh' gesture. “Sure, but who cares?”

“I care about how she talks to you.”

Boomi hopped up on the hood of Grant’s truck so she could look him in the eye, antennae crossed but with an amused grin. “Look, we need Glyn to pay off the ship.”

“No job is worth—”

“Yes it is, stupid,” she shook her head. “And to get the money we need Pandy to sign for that bonus. Just… fuck her into submission. For the money.”

“There's a name for that occupation,” Grant said bluntly.

“Oh stop acting like you'd hate it! Do it for me, Alice, Jane, Merin, and Honey. You can manage that, right?”

Grant pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re insane.”

Boomi smirked. “Yeah, but I’m right. come on, Garnt... where's that necroplanet urge to fuck every girl who moves?”

Grant chuckled. “Fine... but don't say I didn't warn you when that pussy starts getting attached to me.”

“Promise,” Boomi said. “And don’t half-ass it either... make her come so much she wants to pay us double!”

When they stepped back into the crew compartment, Pandy was standing there, arms crossed and tail twitching suspiciously. “What were you two doing in there?”

Grant deadpanned, “Coolant leak in the crypod bay.” True enough… he’d lost his cool for a moment.

Pandy narrowed her eyes but slinked closer, looping her arm possessively around his. “Fine. But I’m watching you.”

Boomi walked past behind Grant, making an exaggerated ‘go down on her’ pantomime with her tongue and fingers. Grant groaned.

Job keeps getting worse…

***

Grant woke in the dark, the hum of the Nevermind’s systems steady around him. For a moment he didn't know where he was then the familiar confines of his bunk on the Nevermind registered in his half-awake state and he relaxed. Chronometer said they were still an hour out from the destination.

From the next bunk came soft panting and muffled moans. Pandy's bunk. Probably puking. He frowned... tried to ignore it. Boomi had fed her some of the X-TREME Heat Protein Slurry as a joke earlier. He told himself he didn't care if she was sick.

Maybe the cat-girl was dying.

Shit...

In nothing but his boxers Grant pulled back the privacy screen on his bunk; the crew quarters were silent and dark except for the control panel on the kitchenette. He dropped barefoot onto the deck and listened at the screen to Pandy's bunk. The gasping and moaning was continual, and it wasn't stopping.

Geezus... sounds like she's about to die...

He pulled the privacy screen aside and froze. The white and-red furred catgirl was in nothing but panties and tank top, sprawled on her stomach, tail twitching as she furiously worked her hand between her thighs.

She sensed someone was watching her because she froze and stared up at him.

Here it comes... she's gonna scream at me from here to Uvala system...

Her eyes were glassy, pupils blown wide. On the shelf beside her sat an open container of some greenish ground-up herb.

Grant groaned. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

Was that... catnip? Fucksakes... she was high as astronaut balls.

Pandy turned her head lazily toward him, catching his scent. Her slit pupils dilated even more, tongue lolling slightly. “Garnt… you came to… mmm… take care of me.”

Before he could protest, she grabbed his arm and pulled him into the bunk.

“Kiss me,” she moaned and stuck her tongue in his mouth. “Your body feels so good on me...”

Fuck! Her sudden transformation from prim diva to needy, slutty vixen was disarming and, annoyingly, a little hot. For a moment he lay still and finally his cock made the decision for him, getting hard enough to tent the front of his boxers.

Of course... his cock's only philosophy was 'never say no to a good thing'.

They kissed messily, her tongue exploring his mouth like she was trying to devour him. Hands roving over each other's body with increasing need. Her palm found the rock-hard erection and she jumped, then started stroking him. Grant slid his knee between her thighs and felt the wet seat of her panties grinding against his thigh.

A faint whirr caught his attention. He kept kissing her and searched the bunk with one eye and finally spotted it. One of her floating, coin-sized camera drones hovered in the corner, recording everything. She noticed him noticing and gave the drone a sultry wink, purring to it like she was talking to an invisible audience: “Are you gagging, babes? Because I am. Bookmark it, clip it, frame it… this moment is pure bonus content!”

“Oh, hell no.”

He had signed up to bring her along and even record the job for her reality show. He'd even bang her... but what he hadn't signed up for was the role of stud in her Kardashian sex tape.

Grant snatched the drone midair, the drone's anti-grav field slippery in his hand, and stuffed it into the jar of catnip and slammed the lid on it. he could hear the thing as it buzzed angrily, pinging against the plastic like a furious wasp.

“Why'd you do that?” she pouted hazily.

“Baby... the things I'm about to do to you... you do not want to share with your fans.”

She gulped. A little scared, mostly intrigued.

No longer worrying about his close-up, Grant kissed her again, his hands roaming until he made her forget about the camera. He cupped her tits, and she moaned loudly. He slid her top off. Lowered his mouth to tease her tiny but long nipples with his tongue, making her whole body quake. It wasn't until then he noticed that around each nipple, was printed tiny, glowing holographic text. It pulsed faintly, displaying the flashy neon logo of Veenus Aesthetica™, and the words Model: StellarCharm UltraLift 9X circling like a product label on a luxury gadget.

“Did you get a boob-job?” he asked curiously. There was no sign of scars even under the fur.

“Do you like them?” she asked softly. “Not just the boobs... my whole body.”

“What?”

“Yeah... the galaxy’s most overpriced designer body-sculpt clinic,” Pandy flushed, suddenly looking small and vulnerable. “If you want to be a star, you have to get the best body. Doesn't matter how powerful my empathic ability is. They wanted me to look perfect. So I had… everything... redone. Cost me a fortune… I’m in debt to my whiskers.”

Grant felt a slight queasiness in his stomach. Not like plastic surgery didn't happen on Earth, but replace her entire body? He asked quietly, “What did you look like before all this?”

Pandy hesitated, clearly embarrassed. “I… don’t want to show you.”

He coaxed her gently, brushing her cheek. “C’mon. I’m curious. Just a picture.”

After a long pause, she pulled out her datapad and brought up an old photo. The catgirl in the picture looked almost the same – except her fur was a muted gray instead of vibrant red, and she was rounder, a little chubby, with softer features.

Grant smiled warmly. “Honestly? I like how you looked. Cute as hell.”

Her eyes widened, a flush creeping up her ears. She leaned in and kissed him hungrily, clearly turned on by his words and dropped the datapad forgotten.

Grant kissed her neck gently, fingers teasing her until she gasped and moaned. He slid his hand into her panties and found the furry cat-girl loins soft and warm. It felt amazing. He fingered her, found her dripping wet and did a little exploring while she dug her claws in and panted.

Yup... Everything about her felt human-compatible alright...

He peeled her panties off and rolled on top of her. Her body soft and warm beneath him.

“W-wait,” she whispered.

He waited while she awkwardly fumbled on the bunk shelf and reached for a sleek plastic container like you have for an expensive camera. She popped the clamshell container open and pulled out a strange octopus-like toy.

Grant recoiled. “What the hell is that?”

She grinned up at him. “It’s the PleasureForge™ Deluxe HyperGrip 9000.”

She found a button on the thing and it lost its hard shape and went loose as a pile of slime and came alive. She inserted the 'head' inside herself with practiced ease, and it climbed in the rest of the way itself, eight legs spreading out to grip her inner thighs and hold in place.

Geezus fucking wept...

“What the fuck is that?” he repeated.

“It’s for both our pleasure…” she said seductively. 

“Nuh-uh,” he shook his head.

She looked worried. “W-why not? It e-enhances performance… for b-both of us…”

“Well for one thing its too small, I’ll tear it in half.”

She gave a hazy grin and rolled her eyes like he was exaggerating. “It's just a toy... don't be a prude.”

He sighed but obliged. You asked for it. Aimed his cock for the opening in the toy quivering inside her.

Here goes...

It felt nice... a little cold at first, but then it started vibrating.

Okay Grant... you are officially fucking a girl with an octopus onahole... and kinda liking it.

“Oh...” she gasped. “You are big!”

He'd only had the tip in.

“You like that, you're gonna love this.”

Grant slid deeper inside her. Slowly thrusting and stretching her – and the octopus – wider and wider. Her eyes flew open in alarm and her claws sank into the mattress.

“W-w-what?” she yelped. “There's more?”

He was a gentleman about it and put it in slowly, but he wasn't about to go too easy on her. He started thrusting and she gave alarmed yowls each time, until he felt the toy stretched to its limit and suddenly…

Snap!

He tore through the end and plunged the rest of the way into her.

“Nnnnnyyyaaaaaah!” Pandy cried.

The arms of the octopus went limp as it broke. Still inside her, Grant grabbed a handful of the rubbery toy and pulled. He yanked the ruined toy free like snapping a rubber band and showed it to her where she was trembling as he impaled her.

“Yeah, we’re doing this my way,” he said, kissing her.

They barely fit in the cramped bunk, limbs tangled sheets and half-removed clothing, the low hum of the ship’s life support pulsing through the walls like a heartbeat. Trying to get leverage in the cramped quarters was going to give him a pulled muscle.

Her eyes widened as he pushed into her raw. She cried out at first. Then moaned as she gave in and started to enjoy it. Then yelled in pleasure as he plunged into her faster.

Grant felt a flicker behind his eyes. Sudden memory of summer camp and a taste of freedom. Weird.

The shock on her face melted into amazed ecstasy. Her moans rose higher, louder, rawer, until she came hard, clinging to him like she never wanted to let go. Literally. Clawed fingers making him bleed where they dug in.

Pandy stiffened under him. That’s when it hit.

The first wave wasn’t pain or pleasure. It was presence. Like waking up in the middle of the night and feeling warm skin of the girl next to you. And then suddenly he found out what it was like to bang an empath.

Her emotions – hesitant, vulnerable, keyed-up and a bit scared – spilled into him like static across an old TV set. She was broadcasting.

She wanted this. She wanted him. But she was scared of messing it up, of being not enough, of being too much…

Pandy opened her eyes. Lids low, slit-pupils wide and dark with something more than lust.

Then the weird shit tipped him sideways.

As she yowled and panted at every movement, her feelings started to layer feedback loop. Her physical feelings. He started to feel the blossoming wave of sexual pleasure in her and he was sure she was starting to feel his. Every thrust had an echo – first he felt it, then he felt her feel it.

Grant moaned.

Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck me…

Pleasure ricocheted between them, hers feeding his, feeding hers. He had no choice but lean into it. Let it wash over him. His strength wrapped around her in his arms. Her nervous thrill shot up his spine like champagne bubbles and came back down in a rush of raw need. Somewhere along the way he started losing track of who was feeling what. They were a circuit, hot and closed, emotions arcing wildly inside the loop.

He wasn't even close to finishing and for the next hour she got a whole new education in Earth mating rituals. By the time they finished, they were both shaking. The buzz dimmed within moments. Like a fading dream. Trickle of emotion still tying them together. Grant blinked, dizzy.

“Wha—” he gasped. “What the hell was that?”

“Don’t freak out,” Pandy mumbled into his neck. “That was just... my shields slipping. Happens sometimes.”

And then he felt it – her embarrassment. A flicker of old self-doubt. She was already pulling back. She curled against him, fur matted with his juices, ears flushed and wide-eyed.

“You’re… incredible.” She purred loudly, running her finger over his chest, barely able to move.

Grant brushed a strand of her red hair from his face. Didn’t say anything. Still trying to process.

“That was my first time ever without the device...” she swooned. “And it was soooooo much better.”

He finally cleared his throat. “Yeah well, technology is great and all... but I prefer to get off manually.”

***


Chapter 15    : Save the Whales

The cockpit was designed for two but Pandy clung to Grant’s arm, crowding the already small space.

Boomi relaxed in the pilot chair, her feet kicked up casually like this was just another joyride, doing her best to ignore the newcomer purring like a satisfied housecat. The empathicore entertainer’s hair still a mess and eyes half-lidded with pleasure. She looked smug, like she wanted the whole galaxy to know exactly what she and Grant had been up to.

Boomi shot him a sly wink. “Nice work, stud.”

Grant shifted uncomfortably. It still felt weird having hearing her egg him on.

The Nevermind’s AI chimed in her bubbly voice. “Hi Sparkle Captain and Sparkle Friends! Guess what? We’re entering orbit of the super-fun ice moon Frigidaire! You’ll love it! Breathable air, subzero temps, and a 40% chance of losing toes to frostbite! Yay! Oh, and I’ve picked up a super-cool RADIO ZERO distress ping… should I bring you in for a closer look? Of course I should! Zoom zoom!”

Long-range telescopes flickered to life on the display. The image sharpened to show a crumpled ship half-buried in snow and ice.

The AI gasped. “Eeeek! That wreck is broadcasting from its emergency black box! Scary! But good news – based on the serial number, it’s totally the ship you’re looking for! Five stars for your detective work!”

Grant leaned forward. “Stimpt’s ship alright. Looks like we found him. Let’s get closer.”

Boomi’s hands moved over the controls, bringing the Nevermind lower through the thin clouds. A few tense minutes later and they had visual confirmation of the ship as they passed above.

“Can we land and check it out?”

Boomi bit her lip. “I'm worried about the ice. Might not hold our weight. We’re a lot heavier than that skipper.”

Grant watched the rocky ridges scrolling past the viewport. “Fine. We’ll set down in the rocky hills over there.”

Boomi nodded. “Couple clicks away. Atmosphere’s breathable… the cold is brutal, but we could walk it.”

Grant grinned, unbuckling his harness. “Yeah, screw walking. We’re driving there.”

***

Grant backed his beat-up Ford pickup – now retrofitted with a gravitic drive – down the Nevermind’s cargo ramp onto the frozen surface of Frigidaire. The retrofitted heavy loadlifter engine hummed with a throaty growl that didn’t match its patchwork rust-spotted body panels.

Boomi, Pandy, and Bree piled into the cab with him. Pandy, rushing in first to slide across the seat right up against Grant, tail thumping happily. Bree leaned forward onto the dash with her front four limbs, eyes wide like an overexcited golden retriever.

Two of the floating coin-sized drones zipped into the cab with them, catching every angle for Pandy's blerpisode. She turned to one with a dazzling smile, purring to the imagined audience, “Yes, glitterlings, it’s official… romance isn’t dead, it just relocated to a frozen wasteland! And doesn’t my heroic plus-one look edible? My gallant boo-thang and a frozen hellscape – that totally counts as romantic if you squint! Don’t we look flawless?”

Grant shrugged off the mention. She wasn’t evil… just self-absorbed. He was probably carrying over some residual relaxation after emptying his balls with her.

Gotta watch that...

Not that he was afraid of starting to like her… she was a hard person to like. And right now, he had his brand-new hover-truck to test-drive. Time to see what this baby could do…

Grant grinned and pushed the pedal down. The truck lurched, then skimmed smoothly over the snow and ice, building speed. 50… 100… 200 kph. The icy plains blurred under them.

Pandy sniffed, glancing around the cab. “You know, you could have just bought a proper hovercar instead of this beat-up crap-box.”

Aaaaand, there it was...

Grant's goodwill dried up. “You have something to say about my truck?” he growled.

Her cat ears twitched, probably her empathic reading picking up too late she'd pissed him off. “I mean… uh… super rugged! Very… manly! Love the… trash aesthetic!” It sounded about as sincere as a boss saying ‘we’re all family here’.

Boomi, meanwhile, bounced in her seat, grinning ear to ear. “This is amazing! You built this?!”

Grant couldn’t help the little swell of pride in his chest. “Yeah. Figured if I’m stuck out here, might as well make it feel like home.”

Boomi’s eyes sparkled. “Can I sit on your lap and steer?”

Grant chuckled. “Maybe later.”

The warmth in his chest doubled. Pandy’s frown increased as she sensed it… empath powers reading every flicker of emotion. She glared at Boomi. “Maybe focus on the job instead of trying to climb all over him, huh?”

Boomi just smirked and leaned forward to enjoy the ride. If she was aware of Pandy's dagger-stare she didn't let it bother her.

Grant squinted through the windshield as a white plume shot up on the horizon.

“Something sort of cloud over there,” Pandy said, eyes narrrowing. “See that?”

Grant grabbed his binoculars and handed them to Boomi, who steadied herself against the dash and peered through the lenses.

“Looks like… some kinda geyser?” she said.

“This moon got any hotsprings or volcanos under the ice?” Grant guessed.

“I think… I think I can sense some sort of mind,” Pandy said.

“Hang on a sec.” Boomi pulled out her datapad, fingers flying over the screen. “According to the old Leviathan system surveys, that’s not geothermal activity.” She grinned. “That’s an atomic whale coming up for air.”

Grant blinked. “Atomic... whale. Like… a whale-whale?”

Boomi nodded cheerfully. “Says here they filter fissionable material from the ocean and use organs that run tiny nuclear reactions in their bodies to stay warm. Some people even hunt them for use in primitive ship drives. Apparently they’d an endangered species.”

Grant stared at her. “You’re saying this moon has nuclear-powered whales.”

“Yup!” Boomi said, way too pleased about it.

Grant grinned. “Hell yes. That I've got to see.”

Pandy’s fur bristled. “What? Are you insane?”

The Truck's AI spoke up... I miniature version copied from the Nevermind autopilot. “Yaaaay! Who wants to see some adorable, highly radioactive sea life? Please enjoy responsibly! Corporate isn’t liable for third-degree burns, spontaneous mutations, or surprise amputations!”

Knew that was a bad idea...

They drew closer until the huge, humpbacked creatures were visible, a pod of them in an open patch of water. Massive shapes steaming through the ice with sheer body heat, surfacing to create a mile-wide patch of melted ice. The pod rolled and spouted, sending geysers of steam skyward. Fat bodies with long necks above the water and small toothy heads.

No... they only looked small because they were far away. Each one of those mouths had to be able to swallow someone whole.

Grant leaned on the dash, grinning like a kid. “Now that is something you don’t see every day. Can’t get this back on Earth.”

Pandy’s drones swirled in front of her as she turned to them with a sparkling smile. “Okay, sparklelings, breathe – because you’re witnessing ATOMIC WHALES, first and fabulous on my channel! With my gorgeous interstellar adventurer co-star, Captain Garnt… tell me that isn’t couple-goals cosmic cinema!”

“And his amazing partner Boomi” the pale girl shoved her face beside Pandy's. 

Grant grinned as the girls squabbled and drove a wide half-circle around the sea-creatures.

Fucking nuclear whales... what next?

***

The AI in the truck controls followed the pings of the black box and in a few minutes Grant eased the truck to a stop near the mangled hulk of Stimpt’s ship, half-buried in the ice like a crumpled soda can. He left the engine idling in neutral, the hover pads humming softly, as the truck floated a few inches above the ice.

He hopped out into the brutal cold. His Umbrian skinsuit flexed under his winter clothes, perfectly insulating him. Boomi followed, looking unbothered. Bree bounded onto the ice like a kid, sliding and laughing, all eight legs scrabbling for purchase with a sound like a dog's claws on linoleum. Boomi took a running start and slid ten meters across a bare patch of ice, antennae whipping in the breeze and yelling in joy.

Pandy’s fur puffed up as she hopped down, her tail thrashing with irritation. Wrapped in a winter parka.

“Could we please act professional?” the cat-girl snapped, glaring at Boomi and Bree. Then she turned to her camera drones.

“Okay, darlings, rescue mission vibes are ON!” Pandy cooed, half-teeth-chattering but still strutting for the lens. She pulled a glittery canister out of her coat’s inner pocket and held it up like a holy relic. “Thanks to my sponsors at CryoChic™ Thermal Gloss… the only lip balm guaranteed to stay fabulous at negative two hundred degrees… you know your girl is looking flawless in extreme conditions. My amazing boyfriend, a dash of peril, and me, saving lives and serving face! Subscribe now… hazard pay not included!”

Grant shook his head. He'd given up trying to understand her blerp lingo.

Finished the take, Pandy did it three more times until she was satisfied. Hopping up and down to stay warm she snapped at the drones. “Do some establishing shots, circle area, dramatic flyby… why am I even having to tell you to do this?”

The drones gave every impression of slouching off guiltily and flew off to get some B-roll.

Reaching into the storage container in the bed of the truck, he retrieved his rusty axe and slung it over his shoulder. One look at Stimpt’s ship and he could see the ship’s hatch had iced-over.

Five minutes of hacking at the ice and he swapped to a chainsaw. Gas-powered engine roaring and spewing blue smoke as he carved chunks of ice away. The noise echoed across the empty winter plain. Reminded him a bit of ice-fishing.

From an external speaker the Truck’s AI chimed happily. “Hey guys! Loud noises may attract curious megafauna!”

Boomi slid to a stop beside Grant. He let the chainsaw idle and scanned the horizon.

Four not-so-distant plumes erupted from the ice. The whale spouts vanished almost instantly.

Boomi’s face tightened. “Yeah, they heard us.”

“Would you look at that? I recommend panicking in a safe and orderly fashion!” the truck said.

Grant set down the chainsaw and unholstered the heavy particle beam blaster he’d taken from the sleestak captain, Luxx.

Welp, no more time to fuck around...

He dialed down the power and fired at the ice concealing Stimpt’s ship, carving away the last of it from the hatch. The superheated metal steamed and hissed where it lay exposed in the frigid air.

“Can’t you go any faster?” Pandy complained.

The ice near the ship rumbled ominously.

Cracks spiderwebbed across from the surface of the frozen sea with sharp pops. Pandy yelped as the surface under her bucked, falling on her backside. She let out an indignant meow that turned into a fearful hiss as the cracks raced towards her. She scrambled backward on all fours, tail puffed to double size, just as the ice exploded upward.

The creature that smashed through, sending ice and water up in a geyser, looked like something that would make the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park shit their pants.

A head like an enormous, armored pike with its rows of teeth on the end of a giraffe's neck. Body scarred and covered in armored scales with stubby clawed fins. Two gill-like openings in the chest snorted and snuffled, and the blowhole on the creature's snout glowed white hot as it belched a flame of radioactive energy. The enormous atomic whale erupted from the water, sliding onto the ice like a monstrous seal. It bellowed, teeth glinting in the pale light.

Then, on two other sides of the downed ship, two more spouts erupted. More whales surfaced, one shouldering a flipper into the pickup. The truck skidded away across the ice.

“You’re doing amazing, Sparkles!” the AI shouted as it sailed away. ”You’re gonna look so good for someone with that many radiation burns!”

Pandy shrieked, fur puffed like a bottlebrush, and bolted on all fours after the truck. Her claws scraped furrows in the ice as she ran, glancing back in panic. Two whales turned toward her, almost leisurely making a booming 'ooork-oooork' sound as they surged after her on their bellies. Sliding over the ice in pursuit.

Grant raised the particle blaster, ready to fire, until Bree’s voice piped up in his head. ‘Ugh, don’t shoot, dummy. I’ve totally got this.’

The alien spider scuttled across the ice at breakneck speed, leaping onto the third whale’s back like she’d done it a hundred times. She scrambled up to perch between its armored ridges, her legs splaying for balance. The whale shuddered... eyes rolling up, then a moment later it made a quick pivot on its belly to face Grant and waved with one stubby fin.

'I’ll go babysit miss furball, okay? You two just, like, get whatever's in the wreck,' Bree sent to Grant and Boomi in their heads.

Before Grant could answer, the whale turned under Bree’s command and surged off across the ice, chasing down the other two whales like she’d just found herself a pair of radioactive rodeo bulls.

Grant whistled. “Well… that’s one way to do it.”

Boomi looked sad.

“Are you worried about that furry pussy?” Grant scoffed.

Boomi sighed. “No... it just… looks really fun riding a prehistoric atomic kaiju...”

Great... bad enough Pandy was constantly whoring for social media, now she was polluting Boomi with fomo.

“Oh look… Pandy’s back!”

The cat-girl had given up on reaching the truck and was making a large loop back towards the shipwreck when one of the whales burst up through the ice in front of her with a superheated waterspout of steam. She yowled and changed direction. A moment later Bree’s mind-controlled sea serpent body-checked the whale with a force that an NHL enforcer would admire, sending the other creature flailing onto its back.

“Help me you bastards!” Pandy screamed at Grant and Boomi.

“Doing a great job! Keep them distracted so we can get the black box!” Grant hollered.

“Nice form!” Boomi cupped her hand to shout. “You got this!”

“Serpentine!” Ryan yelled helpfully.

Pandy’s drones zipped after her, dutifully recording everything as she half-ran, half-scrabbled for dear life.

“Darlings! Curtain call energy – this could be my last message!” Pandy screamed breathlessly to the camera. “Should I tragically expire, don’t cry… just hit the affiliate link and click ‘add to cart’ for CryoChic™ Thermal Gloss…”

Grant turned back to the hatch, now cooled enough to touch. “Ah, I'm sure she'll be fine.”

***

Grant yanked open the hatch and stepped inside with Boomi close behind, boots crunching on shards of ice that had spilled into the corridor. The interior of Stimpt’s prospector ship looked gutted… panels ripped out, wires dangling like torn veins. Even some of the instruments had been pried loose, leaving empty holes behind.

A garish holographic tag flickered on the wall: a cartoonish thick alien babe wearing booty shorts, dual-wielding chainswords, and riding a missile with “GRIMLOK 4 LYFE – GUNS< AMMO< HEAVY WEAPONS… TUGJOBS, 2 CREDS EACH” scrawled underneath with a comms address.

Grant muttered, “Great. Raiders beat us to it.”

Boomi knelt near the cockpit, her gloved fingers running over an empty slot. “Flight log’s gone.”

Shit... that would’ve told them where Stimpt picked up that recording...

Grant ducked into the tiny crew cabin. A makeshift nest of blankets was piled in the corner next to a still-functional heat coil and a bunch of empty food wrappers.

“Well, we know Stimpt lived through the crash,” Grant said. “Either he walked out over the ice…”

“Like a crazy-person...” Boomi commented.

“Or the Grimloks grabbed him.” He looked around. “Any suggestions where we’ll find the grimloks?”

Boomi's antennae crossed and she frowned. “Hmmmm. Grimloks are psychos. Big, dumb, all muscles and no culture... kinda hot really.”

“Not helpful,” Grant grumbled.

“They make weapons,” Boomi suggested. “And sell em. They probably came here to harvest atomic whales for fissionable material to make nukes.”

Grant straightened, scowling at the raider graffiti and massaging the headache he felt coming on. “So now we have to find a bunch of heavily armed mercenaries. Eat a bag of dicks!”

Boomi looked confused. Even with the help of her micronaut translators she was probably having trouble with that one...

Grant rallied his calm. Not like he’d expected it to be that easy. “Fuckit… can’t be worse than the rest of this week.”

Boomi glanced at the airlock innocently. “We should go. I guess. Not like there's anything else we could do here... alone... uninterrupted...”

Grant took the hint. Reached out and caught her wrist. “Hang on.”

He closed his eyes for a second, reaching out to Bree telepathically. ‘Status check.’

Bree’s voice came back bright and giddy. ‘Whooooooooo! Having the best time ever! I just made my whale slam into another one like bumper cars. Pandy’s still running in circles. This is AMAZING.’

Good enough…

Grant opened his eyes. “I can think of one or two things left to do here.”

Boomi tilted her head, curious. “Oh—”

He pulled her close, kissing her hard. “It’s been a while since we had quality alone time.”

Her antennae perked, a slow grin spreading across her face. “Finally.”

Clothes and spacesuits hit the deck fast, the icy air forgotten as they pressed together. As much as he loved what the cold air did to her rock-hard nipples, it was not working in favor of Grant's anatomy.

“Oh...” Boomi glanced down, fingers cupping his shivering junk. “I better warm you up…”

Boomi dropped to her knees, eager. Murmuring encouragement around his dick in her mouth. In moments he was stiff as a board as she brought the heat and friction. Grant groaned, fingers tangling in her hair.

He couldn't resist. Scooped her up, threw his coat on the pilot's chair for a blanket and dropped her down. Both her ankles in his hands, legs up in the air. He kissed and teased her juicy albino trim until she shrieked and shook uncontrollably as he made her come.

“Put it...” she gasped, meeting his eyes over the bulge of her belly. “Inside me... please!”

Grant stroked the head of his cock up and down on her wet opening so she moaned and arched her back. He was about to slide inside her when they heard an approaching scream from outside.

“Mrrrrreeooooooow!” Pandy yowled. “These whales don’t seem endangered… I’m endangered!”

Both of them watched, mouths open, out the cockpit window to the icey surface beyond the nose of the ship. Pandy scrambled past at top speed on all fours.

“Like and subscribe if you want more content,” Pandy howled to her drones. “Or sign up for my premium content!”

Two whales slid after her in hot pursuit, steaming and bellowing, and bringing up the rear was Bree riding on top of the third one like a rodeo champion.

‘Yeeehaw!’

When they passed out of view Grant saw Boomi had slid his cock inside her and was rocking back and forth. “What? That was hot!”

“Boomi!” he yelped, pulling out.

Her antennae stood up on end and her eyes went wide. “Oooops... heh-heh... my bad. Put this on.” She slapped a foil-wrapped rubber onto her belly.

“Where'd that come from?” he smiled.

“I always carry spares,” she said breathlessly. “Just in case.”

“In case of what?” he grinned, tearing open the package. “We get stranded inside a crashed spaceship alone?”

“Or asteroid... or space station... or crash-land on a tropical paradise and are forced to survive there wearing nothing but a grass skirt, swim naked in crystal warm waters and spend weeks with nothing to do but hammer my brains out...”

Grant paused. “Just how many jizz-balloons do you carry around on missions?”

“No less than fifty,” Boomi reached to grab a nylon belt-satchel, brimming with Space Y branded condoms. 

Grant admired the curves of the woman under him and instead of sliding back inside her, he picked her up with a yelp and went back to the crew cabin with the nest of blankets. He hit the control on the heater so it started cranking out an orange glow that warmed them both. Lay her down and massaged her body, covering her mouth with his.

Took his time before he slid inside her.

“Ohhhh, yes... fuck me daddy!” she groaned, arms around his neck. She tried to cross her legs behind his back and couldn’t reach. Her stomach was too big now.

He rolled her on her side and slid into her from behind.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Mmmmm… this is niiiiice…”

With the ice moon blizzard outside and the heater blazing, it was like fucking on a bear rug in front of a fire. For a moment he could imagine they were in a cozy ski lodge, pounding inside her as she moaned his name and thrust back against him.

Pandy's howls made a nice substitute for a lonely wolf call.

***

Grant guided the pickup up the rocky slope, anti-grav pods humming as it rolled into the Nevermind’s hold. He parked it, hit the remote to seal the cargo hatch, and turned to find Pandy slumped in the passenger seat, staring blankly into space. Her fur was still puffed up like she’d been electrocuted.

“You okay?” Grant asked, half-guilty.

Her eyes darted to him, still wide. “I… I get why you had to check the ship for clues. But why did it take AN HOUR? And why did those things only chase me and not your pet?”

Boomi patted her head making the cat's ears flatten and popped the passenger door open. “Hey, you were amazing! You distracted those whales long enough for us to get the job done. Total MVP. We couldn’t have done it without you!”

Pandy blinked, unsure how to respond as Boomi hopped out and offered her hand. “C’mon, superstar. You need a warm drink of milk and a heating pad. You’ll be good as new.”

Pandy grumbled bitterly about Boomi being in such a good mood, but let herself be helped out, tail dragging behind her. Grant made sure the truck was secured and asked himself if this stupid job was worth it. The cat-girl was a pain in the ass and a cockblock. He should just ditch her on the next space station and finish the job with Boomi. He headed into the ship quarters, popping into the cockpit.

A blinking notification waited on the comms panel. Grant tapped it.

A cheery corporate voice chirped, “Hi there, valued customer! We’re just checking in to let you know that – oopsie! – your outstanding balance has now increased by 10% per week! Because at Synovatek, we care about profit… and you should too! Please pay immediately to avoid additional fees, repossession, and/or legally sanctioned organ harvesting. Have a profitable day!”

Grant scowled. “Yeah. Screw you too.”

He turned back toward the cabin where Boomi was pushing a struggling cat-girl under the hot-air nozzle of the hair dryer.

On the other hand… how bad could it be to put up with Pandy for a week or two?

***


Chapter 16    : Claim Jumpers

The hot shower helped. A little. Grant had scrubbed the Frigidaire chill off his skin, soaked through four reminders he was using extra water rations, and steamed the little prefab bathroom into a tropical weather system. But it wasn’t the frostbite that was bothering him. It was the goddam grimloks.

Where the hell would a bunch of drug-fueled space jarheads haul off a kidnapped prospector?

He stepped out dripping into the cramped crew lounge with water still steaming off his shoulders and grabbed a towel. The girls were waiting. Pandy perched upside-down on the back of the couch like a jungle cat in heat, sipping hot nutrient sludge. Boomi lounged in her bunk, legs sprawled, wearing one of his old t-shirts with zero shame and even less underwear.

Both of them caught the other eying Grant's lean muscular form and Pandy glared at Boomi while the shameless hoplite just grinned.

Pandy's eyes narrowed. “Finally. I've been waiting to find out what your plan is for finding Stimpt. Or were you just going to stand around dripping and hope he calls?”

Grant towel-snapped her backside, making the cat-girl 'mreoooowr!' and jump. “Plan's simple. We buy the info.”

Boomi blinked. “Buy?”

“On the black market. Rumor is the Temple of Hastur runs an off-the-books exchange hub. No questions, no rules, just trade. Goods... information... whatever... So long as you can afford it.”

He'd spent dozens of hours in Bay 54 listening to pilot gossip. The Hastur market was an open secret.

Pandy made a face, rubbing her sore backside. “So you’re gonna pay a cult of spooky monks to maybe tell us where the grimloks went? With what? That machine full of lethal snacks in the cargo bay?”

Grant glared. “I'm still working on that part.”

Pandy crossed her arms. “Okay… then steal a cargo. Problem solved.”

He froze. “I’m not a pirate. I'm supposed to be a marshal. I can't just steal a cargo.”

“Oh, now you get ethics,” Pandy growled.

Boomi's bright red eyes looked at him guilelessly. “What if we just steal from pirates?”

Grant rubbed his chin.

Little albino chaos goblin might be onto something...

“Shit... Alright. That, I can work with.”

“How is that different from my idea?” the candy-striped alien girl snarled.

“We’d be stealing from scumbags. There’s a difference.”

“Oh, and you just happen to know a bunch of pirates waiting around to be caught?” Pandy snapped.

The idea clicked. The claim jumpers. The ones they’d scared off when they'd first arrived in the Uvala system. They’d been scavenging unlicensed ore, skimming legal gray zones, and probably loaded with stolen goods.

Grant grinned. “Buckle up, ladies. We’re going asteroid hunting.”

***

Flying a spaceship should not feel like déjà vu mixed with a panic attack. But here he was...

Grant gripped the Nevermind’s yoke with clammy hands, sweat beading along his jaw as the controls moved under his fingers like they remembered him. Except it wasn’t memory. It was the damn cyberware Jane had jammed into the back of his skull. Piloting skills installed like a bootleg video game mod downloaded off a back-alley wetware torrent.

He wasn’t steering so much as repeating muscle movements one beat after his body suggested them. Like watching someone else fly, then copying them half a second later. His vision jittered at the edges. Every flick of a switch came with the ghost of a tutorial prompt.

“Oh my stars, you’re doing so well!” chirped the Nevermind’s AI. “Checklist item seventeen complete! You flipped the coolant pump override switch just like the manual says! Look at you, Captain Safety!”

“I will eject you into the sun,” Grant muttered.

“Such sass! But I understand,” the ship cooed. “Navigating your first procedural burn after lobotomizing yourself with black market cyberware? That is stressful. Shall I play your RelaxoMixx™ playlist?”

The ship banked left, hugging the curve of a spinning asteroid. Grant's stomach did a barrel roll his body didn't authorize.

“No music,” he growled. “Just give me a heading.”

“Oooh! Look who knows what a heading is! I’m so proud. Also, your vitals are spiking. Maybe do some mindfulness?”

“Jane's a goddamn war criminal.”

“And a visionary! Now, engage sublight throttle, plot an intercept course for the claim jumpers, and remember: proper posture prevents neural feedback migraines!”

Grant exhaled, dead-eyed, and adjusted the throttle.

The yoke purred in his grip.

Somewhere, buried deep in his borrowed instincts, he could already feel the next move unfolding. Left. Tap inertials. Flip the spin compensator.

He obeyed.

And hated every second of it.

He sat strapped in the copilot seat as the third claim beacon crawl up on the viewscreen. Same drill as the last two: stripped rock, zero payout, but this time the claim site had a wrecked hab module gaping open like a broken tin can.

“Looks like we've got a hab with hull integrity loss,” the AI announced.

“Yeah, and the place got ripped open.”

As their borrowed ship did a slow, close flyby, he nudged the floodlight on and the beam cut through the darkness and lit up the interior through the massive, ripped hole, laying bare the frozen prospectors inside. Faces stiff, eyes wide, a hot meal interrupted by cold vacuum.

Boomi leaned over his shoulder, chewing gum like teenager in a malt shop. He’d given her a pack of the real stuff from his meal package. “Well, that’s nasty. Guess we’re late to the party again.”

His jaw tightened. “Fuckers are always ahead of us. They know this system better than anyone. Every time we get close, it’s already over.” He put the ship in park and turned to hammering the sensors console, pulling up a scan of local space, then widening to the entire region. Nothing but static and cosmic snow. “Dammit. Kava swore this sensor package could sniff a fart in a hurricane.”

Pandy appeared, crowding between them. “You failed again?”

Grant grunted. “We're just a dollar short and a day late.”

He looked at the frozen corpses and flipped off the floodlight, feeling a twinge of guilt. After seeing the trail of destruction left behind, he was starting to lose a bit of his professional attitude.

He ripped off the seat harness and stood. “Boomi, swap in.”

Boomi hopped into the pilot’s seat like she was settling into a game of Urban Chaos 5. She tapped her fingers through the hologram controls like she was playing air drums and the ship spun on its nose and flipped up, circling the asteroid. Aubrey preened her limbs from where she was perched on the bulkhead.

Grant’s hands went white-knuckle on the armrest. Not that he didn't trust Boomi as a pilot... she seemed skilled. It was the ship falling apart he was worried about.

Grant swivelled the holographic controls for the sensor rack in front of him. Still nothing. He started fiddling with the controls, cursing under his breath. Pandy watched but stayed quiet, for once. Slit-pupiled cat eyes eyes glowing faintly as she stared at him. Nothing he did produced any results. His shoulders hunched tighter by the moment.

“Garnt… perhaps take a breath. Get some rest. Boomi can handle this dump for a while.”

“I can do it!” he snapped.

“I know you can... but there's nothing here to find. We need to move on to the next claim site and Boomi can handle that. We’ll start looking again when we’re there.” 

He glared at the cat girl... but apparently even she knew when he was running on fumes. He minimized the sensor controls and leaned on the back of the headrest.

“Fine. Wake me up if we get anything on the scan.”

Leaving Boomi at the controls, Grant slid into his bunk and triggered the privacy screen. He was asleep in minutes.

He woke up starving. Opened the screen and saw Pandy asleep, curled up and breathing in a soft whistle as she snoozed in her bunk. Bree’s bunk had the screen closed but he could hear the ‘bleep-bleep’ of a handheld game. Getting up, he banged around the kitchenette, which was about the size of a photocopier and produced food about as edible. Dinner was courtesy of Space Y brand MREs. Menu #12, ‘Mystery Meat Fiesta’ and #6 'Vegetarian Ghoulish with Couscous'. He heated three pouches with the self-warming chemical heater pouch and boiled some water for the beverage mix powder.

Over the last two days Pandy and Boomi were quickly getting cranky with the cramped quarters but Grant felt... at home. Sleeping beside the toilet, cheap food, tiny table and bunks that smelled like mildew. Just like his camper back on Earth.

Or the sleestak prison cells, for that matter.

Home sweet dump...

He shuffled to Bree’s bunk.

“Thought you might eat something.” 

The arachnid was sprawled on her bunk, under the peeling hologram poster of a naked azurian girl spreading her ass cheeks the previous owner had glued to the ceiling. Tapping away at some holo-game that looked like 3-D Candy Crush. Holographic fruit detonated into neon fireworks across her datapad.

She took the pouch absently in two of her limbs, eyes never leaving the screen. “Later. Boss fight.”

Now he knew how his mother felt when he'd been glued to his gamer every day. He left her and moved to the cockpit. Boomi sat in the pilot’s seat, gum popping, controls glowing around her. She beamed a smile at him. He plopped into the co-pilot chair, handed her a pouch, and tore into his own.

“You think we should file a report on RADIO ZERO? Alert Watchtower? About those bodies, I mean,” she asked.

“Watchtower doesn’t give a damn about claim-jumpers out here. No credits in it.”

He’d barely started his food when Boomi had already finished her entire meal and popped her gum back in her mouth. “Come on, we’re actually doing good. We finish this job and our home is safe. You should be proud instead of grumpy.”

Grant jabbed at his pouch. “Proud? These bastards might be the same ones who slipped through our fingers the first day we were in system. And now they’re killing families for scraps. Corporate greed means Watchtower won’t patrol. But sure, let’s clap ourselves on the back for picking up the slack.”

He stopped talking when he realized Boomi was staring at his food pouch, nose working as she sniffed.

Grant blinked. “What?”

Her face wrinkled. Too late he remembered her nose had gotten more sensitive the more pregnant she got. And the 'beef' in the MRE was probably setting off her vegetarian alarms.

“Oh, shit.” Grant held up the pouch, ready to dump it in the recycler. “Sorry, I’ll—”

She snatched it from his hand, curiosity in her eyes. “No, wait. I’ve never… tried it.”

Grant’s jaw dropped. “Boomi, you don’t have to—”

Too late. She scooped a forkful and stuffed it in her mouth. She chewed once. Her eyes went wide. She shuddered like she’d licked a power conduit, gagged, only barely managed to force herself to swallow it.

“That’s revolting!” she gasped, wiping her tongue with her sleeve.

“Sorry, let me get rid of it for y—”

“I didn't say I didn't want it!” she looked at him fiercely, yanking the pouch protectively to her chest as her antennae crossed.

“Okay...” he surrendered. “Have as much as you want.”

The albino gave the pouch another sniff. Shuddered. Took a giant sporkful and started chewing with determination.

***

The fourth claim site finally pinged on the edge of sensor range up ahead.

Boomi was still at the controls, gum snapping like a metronome, and Grant could see the bags under her eyes even in the dim glow of the cockpit lights. She’d been glued to the stick for hours.

“You sure you don't want to take a break?” he said, leaning forward. “You’re not auditioning for the Galaxy Endurance Rally.”

She just smiled, sharp and cheerful. “Nah... it relaxes me. I used to pilot my family’s cutter for days solo. Loved it. No noise, no people, no responsibility. Just me, stars, and blerpnovels”

“Sounds nice,” Grant muttered. She rarely talked about her past life. He decided to risk a question. “Your family… were merchants? That how you learned to fly?”

“Something like that,” she said and then refused to meet his eyes.

Okay… no more questions about family…

An hour later the hab came into view: a small four-person setup welded to an asteroid chunk, with a couple of living pods, a hydro recycler, and an automatic mining rig chewing away at a vein of ore like a robot beaver. Grant pulled up the publicly available claim registry: it was registered to Hexa Slimjack, called the ‘Fortune’s Crater’. Tiny outfit, barely scraping by.

Boomi flicked the comms on and leaned into the mic. “Hey there, Fortune’s Crater, this is your friendly neighborhood trash hauler. Anybody home?”

Static. The mine rig kept grinding, oblivious.

Pandy stepped into the cockpit, still tying her red hair back with an elastic. Bree trailing behind her like a shadow with eight eyes. The catgirl squinted at the viewscreen, suspicion already etched on her face.

“Could be a transmitter problem,” she said.

“Does that sound like the kind of luck we have?” Grant asked. “Based on everything I know about this system they’re dead or waiting for us to step into their trap.”

He rubbed his chin, glanced at the spider. Speaking telepathically. ‘Bree? Give us the psychic weather report.’

The alien tilted her head, focused for a moment, mandibles twitching. ‘Empty. Nobody alive down there.’

“I’m not sensing anything down there,” Pandy’s frown deepened. “It must be bait. We should move on.”

Grant shook his head. “Nope. We check it. People lived here. Something happened. We’re not skipping it.”

Pandy folded her arms, glare sharp enough to strip paint. “And when the trap snaps shut?”

Grant grinned without humor. “Then we snap back harder.”

***

The airlock on the Nevermind was about the size of a walk-in closet, and Grant was shoulder-to-shoulder with Pandy, helmets clunking together. The catgirl had a custom suit, all-white, form-fitting, stencilled with pink flowers that matched her stage outfits. Boomi’s voice crackled through the comms, gum chewing loud in his ear.

“This is as close as I can park us without scraping the paint,” she said. “Watch that first step... it's a long way down.”

Grant checked his umbrian suit’s seals. Indestructible, miracle tech, courtesy of the dead ghosts of a lost species.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded once, visor gleaming.

Grant hit the hatch. The vacuum sucked them out like dust bunnies into a shopvac. They pushed off, each carrying a small vaporjet device for zero grav maneuvering. He felt the big empty of space all around him, but just like he’d never had a fear of heights, the black didn’t scare him. Much. He glanced at Pandy to see how she was handling it, but her cat-species seemed well adapted to zero-gravity; she was doing fine.

The mining rig below chomped at the ore vein, dust flying, belching crumbled rock dust clouds into a conveyor like it was on its third pack of cheap cigarettes.

No miners visible. No chatter. Just the lonely whine of automated industry.

They flew across the rock to the hab. A prefabricated set of six cylinders stuck together with pitons into the surface of the asteroid. The base camp would've been carted here by some hauler and assembled on the surface. As the water-jets drifted them to a gentle landing at the main entrance, Pandy landed lightly. Grant a bit less so. Two of the camera drones detached from the empathicore’s suit and hovered around them, recording.

From the outside, the door panel was a mess of stripped wires and burnt circuits. Someone had hotwired it open like a stolen car.

“Friendly neighborhood,” Pandy said.

“Not much of a welcome mat,” Grant agreed.

Pandy held on to the grab-bar beside the airlock hatch, checking the door control. “Definitely forced. Amateurs. They wanted in fast.”

Grant drew his little 3D-printed 22 pistol.

It took a minute to cycle through the airlock. Bunks unmade, meal packs floating half-empty, a holo-rig still flickering with a paused game of Galactic CropShare, flashing an ad for in-game purchase.

‘Want more ZuckFruit? Buy the GigaHoe! 100 gig-stars or 10 s-bucks.’

Grant scanned the cramped space. All the clutter of four lives, abruptly vacated. But no bodies. No blood. The drones fanned out, poking into corners.

“Maybe they stepped out?” Pandy suggested.

“Where they gonna go?” he asked.

“Maybe they had a grav sled... are checking another asteroid nearby.”

Grant hit the control on his helmet and it melted back into the neck seal. Took a deep breath. The hab modules stank of stale air.

“No food,” he said.

“Huh?”

“I cook one meal in the ship it stinks up the whole place. Here, I don't smell anything. Nobody's been eating here... maybe for days.”

They swept the crew quarters, camera drones following. Cramped and filthy. Grant led the way, Ruger pistol in hand, with Pandy right behind him. In the second module one of the wall-mounted machines came to life.

“Welcome home, sugar,” said a sultry voice.

Out of nowhere, a half-naked female alien flickered into existence. Long legs, ridiculous curves, glowing eyes that pulsed faint violet. Her skin shimmered an iridescent teal, patterned with faint stripes like light on water. She leaned on the bulkhead like it was a stage prop.

Pandy swore, diving behind Grant before she saw it was only a hologram.

“What is this supposed to be?” Pandy demanded.

“Uh,” Grant said, blinking. “Think about it. Lonely guys alone for months.”

“CONGRATULATIONS, VALUED USER!” the hologram purred with a marketing-department smile, strutting forward with impossible sway. “You have activated your LUXE-PLEX™ Recreational Companion, now available in nine distinct indulgence modes, from Casual Cuddle Protocol to Full Gladiator Romance Simulation! Would you like to initiate Relaxation Time™, Quickie Demo™, or our patented Hands-Free Orbit Massage™? Satisfaction is mandatory!”

Grant waved her off. “No thanks. Not into renting girlfriends from the ghost of Radio Shack.”

The hologram turned its gaze on Pandy. “Perhaps you would like me to relax you instead?”

Pandy’s jaw dropped. “What? Absolutely not—”

The hologram shimmered. The curves melted away and reassembled into a hunky blue male alien with washboard abs and a towel slung low on his hips that did nothing to hide the elephant-trunk bulge underneath. He gave Pandy a slow smile. “Hello, gorgeous.”

Pandy made a noise halfway between a growl and a scream. “NO. Not happening.”

Grant couldn’t help himself. “C’mon, Pandy. It’s just a fancy vibrator. You’re not allergic to those.”

She spun on him, hackles up. “Shut. Up.” Then she stormed out, stomping toward the next module.

Grant sighed and looked back at the holo-hunk, who was now trying to strike sexy poses against a recliner chair.

Wonder how hard it would be to uninstall this and rig it up it on the Nevermind for the cat-girl to use as a scratching post? Better it than him.

Or for that matter, send it home. It wasn’t the worst idea. Five wives, one man. Even a miracle worker deserved a break.

From the other room, Pandy’s urgent voice cut through his thoughts.

“Garnt! Get in here. Now!”

***

The geology module stank of old rock dust. Racks of core samples, half-processed ore, and datapads full of survey logs were scattered everywhere. He found Pandy standing beside the open door of the climate-controlled sample storage locker.

Six miners. Jammed inside like trash in a compactor. Faces frozen in rictus, eyes wide, the kind of death you only get when you run out of air and realize nobody’s coming.

Pandy’s nose caught a whiff and slammed the door shut, like that would undo it. Grant just stood there, jaw tight. “Bastards didn’t even waste bullets. Just stuffed ’em in and walked away.”

Rage sat hot in his chest. Pandy’s hands trembling with anger before she turned to him.

“Control yourself, captain. Your feelings are bleeding out!”

He bit a reply back and swallowed his anger. “Fine.”

“Who could do something like this?” she muttered.

Grant keyed comms. “Boomi – we found our missing prospectors. Stuffed in a goddamn locker.”

There was silence on the line, then Boomi’s voice, brittle. “That’s disgusting. What are we doing?”

“Standby.”

He and Pandy retreated to the main hab common area. Pandy’s eyes were hard. “I say we wait here. Sooner or later the claim jumpers come back for the ore. We ambush them. Space the bunch of them... it's what they deserve.”

“We?”

“I mean… you.”

Grant shook his head and tapped a nearby console, pulling up the environmental logs. The hab’s cheerful AI mascot popped up – a cartoon hammer with googly eyes.

“Congratulations, proud productivity partner! You have successfully activated Diglife™ habitat management… your one-stop shop for turning suffering into output!”

Grant hit the symbol for a status update.

“Temperature… optimized for sweaty hard work! Atmosphere… certified breathable! Productivity… deemed heroic by our shareholders! Would you like to hear the Diglife™ extended warranty package?”

Grant snarled, stabbing at the screen until the thing shut up. “Air scrubber logs say CO₂ production flatlined weeks ago.

Pandy made a face. “Because there was nobody left breathing.”

“Which means the claim-jumpers could take their sweet time – weeks, maybe – before bothering to come back and haul anything off.”

***

Back on the ship, Grant had no more answers. While Pandy was recording B-roll with her drones in her bunk, he and the others had a team meeting.

Boomi grumbled under her breath. “So what do we do? Bounce from site to site while our busted sensors keep lying to us?”

“Not much of a plan, I admit. Maybe we get lucky.”

That’s when Bree’s soft voice broke in, speaking directly in their heads. “I… I could try.”

Grant frowned. “Try what?”

“Try to find the bad men,” Bree said. “Like before. The way I found the ghost ship in voidspace. If I… listen hard enough.”

Everyone went quiet. Boomi gave Grant a doubtful look, but Grant just nodded. Psychic spider-girl was volunteering to hunt. And after seeing that locker, he was ready to let her.

“Whatever we do, we do it fast before Pandy gets back.”

Five minutes later Boomi leaned back in the pilot’s chair, stretching until her spine cracked. She grabbed the gum out of her cheek and stuck it under the control panel. Bree was hanging from the ceiling, mandibles twitching, her black eyes shut in focus. In the copilot chair, Grant waved up the nav station.

Boomi broke the silence. “Are you sure this is going to work? Because it sounds insane.”

Grant shrugged. “Insane’s all we’ve got left. We’re running on a schedule, our sensors are junk, and Bree here’s volunteering. That makes her the best option in the room.”

“I meant the part about letting her form a bridge in our thoughts.”

The plan, as explained by the alien arachnid, was for her to join all their thoughts together to coordinate them. Turn them into something that was more than the sum of its parts. Grant didn’t quite get it, but if it produced results he didn’t need to understand.

“Not that I’m complaining… I’ve never been psychically connected into a collective to control a ship before!” Boomi said brightly. “Sounds fun! Also sounds like a great chance to get closer. Maybe I’ll find out who keeps taking the vanilla protein bars.”

“Not me,” Grant said. “I only get greedy with alcohol.”

‘Ready!’ the spider announced.

Bree extruded a glistening thread of silk from her abdomen. In less than a minute she’d woven a strange, lace cap and plopped it onto Grant’s head. He flinched.

“Wait… Don’t suppose there any risks of side effects?”

‘From what?’ the spider asked.

“From being psychically linked!”

Bree’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh totally! I mean, there’s the usual stuff: emotional bleed, sensory mirroring, personality transference, dream entanglement, shared muscle memory. Oh! Also the risk of recursive ego collapse if you loop your own subconscious through theirs.’

Grant’s face paled at each word. “Personality transference?”

‘Yeah… But I wouldn’t worry about that, worse case scenario for you would be like… phantom pregnancy. Not a real pregnancy, just your body thinks it's pregnant. Lactation and everything.’

“I’m sorry… what?”

Bree gave a breezy shrug. ‘As far as I know. Not like I’ve tried it before. I only have what Merin told me as a reference for what’s possible, but I’m pretty sure no one has ever let their brains get French-braided in a three-way cortex share with a horny hoplite and a grief-powered human murder engine.’

Grant gritted his teeth. “What’s the probability of one of those things happening?”

‘Eh, depends how hard you're syncing. I’ll make sure nothing bad happens. Probably.’

Grant’s eye twitched. “Define ‘probably.’”

Boomi smiled. “What’s the worst that can happen? You get to be super interesting at parties.”

Bree knit another lace cap and when Boomi was equipped the alien girl attached a filament to each one and held it in her mandibles.

“Here we go!”

There wasn’t even a countdown. The cockpit suddenly vanished.

A cold shock like being plunged into icewater paralyzed Grant’s entire body.

He was floating, weightless, in a psychedelic soup of color. Not black. Not space. Something else. The ship, his body, everything was gone. Fractal islands of light blossomed, shattered, reformed. They fused, split, and re-fused in endless kaleidoscope.

Geezus... this is worse than Ayahuasca...

Slowly… bit by bit… he began to feel like patterns were appearing. It wasn’t random. It was a process. An organic computer built out of their minds. And the moment he relaxed into it came the flood.

Thoughts slammed into him like a firehose. Some were his. Some weren’t. Voices, memories, flashes. He knew instinctively it was Boomi and Aubrey. But as they mixed, he couldn’t tell where he ended, and the girls began.

An island of thought ahead. Felt like falling. Right into it.

Strolling green hills beneath a purple ocean sky. Fjords cutting the land like scars, and something huge and white and palace-shaped gleaming in the distance. It didn’t come in order. Just flashes. Green. So much green… razor-cut lawns stretching to the horizon, statues watching with blank judgment, blood-red flowers blooming in rows too perfect to be real. A bell rang. Smoke curled. A pyre… someone was burning. Boomi sobbed without sound, face hidden behind a golden mask. Then she was older, darting across hills by a gleaming fjord, barefoot, trying to outrun memory. But it caught her. A boy with a sapphire in his forehead struck her hard and dragged her into a temple. Faces watched. Cold. Unmoving. She didn’t scream. She’d already stopped hoping. A voice echoed, the tone was cold command. The sapphire jewel. Then stairs… white marble steps… and rows of stone-faced hoplites watching as she was dragged below.

Then he was past it… tumbling headlong through the fractals and plunging into another thought like cold water.

This time he knew it was a window into someplace far more familiar. A place he tried not to remember too hard on a good day.

Sticky linoleum under bare feet. TV blaring static and Judge Judy, Mom passed out in a recliner in a leopard-print bathrobe with a lit cigarette dangling from her knuckles. Seven-year-old Grant trying to microwave a hot dog on tin foil – again. The microwave sparks. No one notices.

A parade of step-dads: Chain-smoking Carl (“Boys don’t cry, they wrench.”), Gun-Rack Greg (“You break it, you bought it, even if it’s your arm.”), and Fitness Frank (“Protein powder’s dinner now, champ.”). Each one lays down new house rules, none of them last a year.

A birthday cake made of half-eaten Pop-Tarts. Grant’s first confrontation with one of his mom’s boyfriends when he was big enough to push back… a broken nose… and then later when he was big enough to push back and win. Mom’s idea of “the talk” was tossing him a box of gas station-brand condoms and saying, “Don’t knock up any future ex-wives.”

The whole gut-wrenching vision held together with duct tape, off-brand macaroni and cheese, and a deep, seething determination not to become any of the adults in his life…

It changed again. And this time he felt like he was being tossed upward. Like flying.

It hit like a needle behind his eye.

Grant fell into another mind and nothing made sense. Not thought. Not time.

Just sensation. Too much of it.

Noise. Light. Emotion. Screaming. All of it.

A child – small, wild-haired, curled up in a cardboard crate, humming to herself, trying to drown out the roar of ten thousand strangers feeling things she couldn't block. Fear. Rage. Lust. Hunger. All of it jabbing into her skull like broken glass. She sang louder. No one helped.

Then kids. Other cat-kids. But they kept their distance. One threw a rock. One hissed. Her ears drooped and she backed away. Wrong. She was always wrong.

The scene shifted. Filthy streets, alien gutters. Garbage stink. Her belly so empty it cramped. She reached for food and felt the despair of the man holding it. She ran. His sorrow followed her for a week.

Another shift. Lights. White tile. A glass office. Corporate logos flickered across smartglass walls. A long table. Suits with faces like masks. A handler brushing her fur, smoothing her ears.

"We can fix her," someone said.

"How young is too young?"

Laser pointers danced over holograms of grown cat-women. Not her. Not yet. They pointed. Chose. Molded. Built.

Grant wanted to scream but he sang instead. In a voice he never had.

Pandy…

Then all the islands were past him, and he was a tiny dot being pulled towards a sphere. Not just glowing, but burning orange, like a coal in the void, hanging in endless black. Egg, embryo, or planet, he couldn’t say… only that it radiated heat… and thought. It pulsed slow and steady, like a heartbeat bigger than a sun, each throb sending out a wave that rattled his teeth even in this dreamspace.

Alive. Watching. Waiting. Calling to him in a way that felt personal, dangerous, inevitable.

It hit like a migraine made of teeth – alien, sharp, and wrong. Grant staggered as Bree’s mind opened to his. Loneliness poured in first, bottomless and cold, followed by a shrieking image: sleestaks clawing at her, their voices like radio static and glass. Then the silence. Trapped. Floating. Forgotten in a psychic oubliette. He almost screamed. Then… light. Him. Seeing himself through her eyes, he wasn’t just a man. He was warmth, motion, purpose. Her rescuer. Her anchor. That flicker of hope flared bright and clung to him like web silk. She didn’t just remember him. She owed him everything. And she knew it.

Through it all came the thrum of longing. Searching. Reaching. A need so strong it overrode fear, hunger, even the instinct to breathe…

He didn’t know how long he was lost in there.

It could have been moments... or days… a tilt-a whirl of his own memories vomited up and slammed together with others like wet oatmeal until he was having a hard time finding himself in it anymore…

But suddenly the light was gone…

…the other minds swirling away like a drain had been pulled…

And Grant came back to his body.

***

He was still on the bridge. Like nothing had changed. But he was thirsty. Like surfacing through glue, he tried to put his thoughts together. His head was full of voices that weren’t his, and his hands were shaking on the nav console. Lights. Flashing red. Screaming. Still strapped in the nav chair, knowing something was badly wrong...

And as the world snapped back into focus, the AI hologram was in his face, screaming.

“PROXIMITY ALERT! THIS IS NOT A DRILL! THIS IS A BILLABLE INCIDENT!”

His vision cleared enough to see the nav screen. They weren’t cutting through deep space, the clear glassine canopy of the control pod was filled with the broad side of a spaceship. Getting bigger by the moment.

Collision course.

“Fuck me!” he screamed.

His body lurched into action so hard it hurt – like when you're drifting to sleep sitting up and your body jerks awake if you start to fall.

Mind still stuttering, trying to figure out what to do.

Boomi snapped awake beside him, choking as her hands slammed onto the pilot’s controls. For half a second, the two of them just stared at each other, silent. The mind-meld still buzzing behind their eyes as the ship begged them to do something.

The AI shrieked again, voice all sugar-coated doom: “COLLISION IMMINENT! PLEASE REVIEW YOUR LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT – PREMIUM CUSTOMERS RECEIVE A 5% DISCOUNT ON FUNERAL PODS!”

Grant's mind felt like it was rebooting… absorbing details in a flood. Punching his own brain in the face to restart it.

Do something…

No time. No room.

Grant’s brain clicked over into images instead of thoughts. Picturing his own death. Imagining the crumpling metal of their ship if they hit… Boomi’s shriek... Their ship and everyone in it smeared across the asteroids…

The AI spoke up. “Warning: forward inertia exceeds survivable thresholds. Suggest bracing for impact… or at least pretending to care.”

And suddenly Boomi’s hands blurred on the sticks, muscle memory taking over. The skipper ship groaned in protest, thrusters kicking. The deck pitched under Grant’s boots, slamming his shoulder into the console hard enough to jar his teeth. Metal screamed like the ship was tearing in half.

The freighter’s hull swelled in the view, so close every scar and weld seam visible. Grant’s breath went shallow. He could feel the heat of adrenaline washing through his chest, skin buzzing, arms heavy. This was it.

Then their ship yawed, just enough. A gut-wrenching swerve. They missed by what felt like inches. The ore racks flashed past the cockpit glassine so close that Grant swore they brushed together. The entire ship rattled as they struggled the high-g course correction. 

Then they shot clear, past the freighter, his heart thundering louder than the alarms.

"If I had an anus, I’d be clenching it,” the ship’s AI commented. “Just a reminder: the ship’s structural integrity is not rated for stunt-driving”

Bree’s voice cut into the static, calm where none of them were. ‘That’s them. The claim jumpers.’

The cockpit view filled with an asteroid mining spread… ten hab modules lined like tin cans along a crevasse, drones trundling ore up rails to the surface. And above it all a battered cargo hauler with ore racks bolted onto its hull.

The hissing, furious and terrified face of Pandy thrust between them as she lurched into the cockpit, clinging to the seatbacks.

Her eyes went to the viewscreen and she dragged in air. “Where the fuck are we?”

“Where the fuck does it look like!” Grant yelled.

“Navs later… pirates now!” Boomi shouted.

Shit… didn’t matter… Bree had found the bad guys…

Boomi snapped the ship around, standing it on its head to brake. She made a small choking sound as they all snapped in their chair harnesses.

“Swallowed my gum,” she muttered.

She was already hitting the thrusters. Burning back towards the claim jumper's ship.

The freighter had obviously spotted them – hard not to after nearly ramming them – and by the look of it had decided to make a break for it, cutting their losses.

The freighter was five times their size, but apparently space pirates only felt brave when they were forcing unarmed men into a closet to suffocate, not get into a stand-up fight. Attached to a crane arm from the freighter’s cargo port, a long winch cable extended to the asteroid. Looked like they had been in the process of hauling a fully loaded ore cargo container of from the asteroid to the belly of the ship.

As Grant watched they cut the ore pod loose.

It was a metal box the size of a railroad car, and they'd just sent it drifting straight toward the habs on the asteroid surface.

“There anyone alive down there?” Grant asked.

“Yes!” Pandy yelped. “They’re terrified.”

‘A dozen raiders... and about twenty miners...’ Bree confirmed. 

“Son of a bitch,” Grant muttered, chest tight.

“They’re getting ready to run hot,” Boomi said. “Engines charging.”

“We have to cripple them now or they’re gone!” Pandy barked, voice sharp. “Get onto that ship so Grant can take them out!”

As Boomi brought them around in a loop flyby over the miner’s habitats, Pandy slammed her palm against the bulkhead in frustration. The cat girl’s eyes flashed.

“They’re going to get away!”

But Boomi wasn’t even listening. Antennae rigid, hands working fast, red eyes wide and shining with a faint smile. Her hands flew over the controls like she’d just been handed a live scorpion and decided to juggle it.

“Pandy... grab the cargo grappler controls,” the hoplite said calmly.

She threw their rustbucket nose-first in front of the tumbling ore pod, putting them in the path of a metal coffin the size of a small building. A full-on game of chicken with cargo container of ore barreling straight for them.

“Caution: this maneuver is illegal in three quadrants and classified as a war crime in two more.” The AI advised.

“What the hell are you doing? You're going to kill us all!” Pandy screamed.

“Hurry up on the grappler,” Boomi said between her teeth, antennae crossed.

Pandy seemed frozen. Grant threw himself at the grappler controls. He barely knew how they worked but given the circumstances nobody was going to check he had his class 3 license.

The controls blinked in front of him. He lined up the arms. Opened the grapplers.

“Too fast!” he yelled, seeing them about to hit.

At the last moment Boomi braked hard. Just enough that when the cargo pod slammed into them it was more like a truck than a train. Grant released the grapples. Arms extending out with magnetic clamps.

BooooonG!

One of the grappler arms tore clean off on impact, hologram turning to static at the control console.

But the other clamped home with a shriek of metal.

The Nevermore lurched sideways, inertial dampers screaming, alarms rattling. They were in a spin, the sudden weight of the ore pod whipping them around like they were on the end of a rope.

The AI piped up. “CONGRATULATIONS, YOU’VE VOIDED THE WARRANTY AND I’VE JUST SOILED MY EXHAUST PORT!”

Grant’s arms locked, braced against the console, every tendon burning as if his own body was holding the pod. He felt his shoulders grind in their sockets. The ship shook hard enough to blur his vision. Expecting any moment for the ship to tear apart.

But Boomi was still calm at the controls... her body leaning with the ship, piloting like she was born grafted to the sticks. The thrusters went full burn, the ship shaking, and she swung them out of the asteroid’s gravity well, muscling the ship and the pod like a cowboy steering a bull.

Ship and cargo pod still spinning locked together. Like a terrier biting the end of a leash.

Grant was catching glimpses of the claim jumper ship every time they swung around to face it. Maneuver thrusters had turned it side-on, angled for escape, making lazy course corrections, spooling up engines. Seconds away from being gone again.

“Fuck fuckfuckfuck...” Pandy was yelling.

Boomi’s voice cut in. “Garnt. On my mark, release the cargo pod.”

No fucking way... she wasn't...

He tightened his grip on the grappler release. He and Pandy locked eyes. One breath. Two.

“Now,” Boomi snapped.

Grant hit release. Boomi kicked thrusters. The pod and their ship parted ways. And the pod was flung away. Like a fastball. It hurtled straight at the freighter.

The impact was silent in space.

It felt wrong for what he was seeing to be so deathly quiet.

Ore burst in all directions, a million glittering chunks exploding outward like a shrapnel fireworks display by an angry god. The cargo pod hit the freighter broadside at a diagonal… just below the engineering spine… and everything folded inward like wet paper.

There was no sound in the void, but the violence was deafening. The hauler’s outer hull crumpled in a blossom of torn steel, crysalite plating peeling back in petal-like strips as the pod punched straight through the fuselage. Internal bulkheads ruptured. Pressure seals blew. Venting air.

Then one of the four engine mounts on the pirate ship let go with a silent, terrible elegance… detaching in a flare of superheated propellant. The whole engine section kinked, vomiting a geyser of blue-white plasma that cast long shadows across the asteroid minging habs.

The freighter staggered, drunk and dying. Navigation lights flickered, then blinked out one by one until the fat ship was left adrift. The gaping wound full of cargo pod in its side venting a slow trail of ore like a streamer.

Then it went still. Dead in the water.

Grant’s breath came back in ragged gulps. His knuckles white, chest tight. When the Nevermind drifted through the spilled ore, it rained against the hull with a sound like hail on a tin roof. Catching the starlight.

“Got ‘em,” Boomi grinned.

His whole body still braced like he was holding the universe up by hand. He let go of the control panel leaving dents in it where he had bent the metal.

***

The commercial docking ring of the Hastur Temple smelled like hot metal, incense, and – currently – too many bodies jammed in too small a place for a few days. The last was courtesy of cargo lifters as they hauled pallets stacked with black-wrapped bodies and cargo cubes rattling with live prisoners. 

Not all the claim jumping space pirates had decided to surrender.

The little collective of merchants and ship crew looked at the prisoners with contempt and the bodies with a smile. The delegation in hooded robes that led them away didn’t seem to care, but the other visitors to the temple who saw it crowded around him and his crew, trying to shake his hand, pat his back, and cry on his shoulder all at once. Grant shifted uncomfortably... nothing in his life had prepared him for emotional miners blubbering about justice finally being done. Bree, perched on his shoulder, made a low chit-chit noise as if amused by how badly humans handled praise.

He turned, trying to look to Pandy for a way out, but she wasn’t there. Then he spotted her.

The cat-girl didn't seem to be taking much joy in their success.

She stood off to the side, arms crossed, jaw tight, tail thrashing with a body language that said 'don't touch me'. That left Boomi – bright-eyed, gum snapping, antennae twitching – to handle the PR. Stepping in for Grant, she bowed, she hugged, she gladhanded and dispensed tissues. The bouncy little albino assured the crowd that yes, Team Fleshmechanic could handle pirates, murderers, space slugs, and tax audits. She dropped their comm code into every eager palm like she was passing out drink coupons. Shameless self-promotion wrapped in bubblegum charm.

We're gonna need a better name...

Spotting the crisp robes of Hastur high-priests cutting through the crowd, Grant took the excuse to slip away.

“What do these guys want?” Grant muttered.

‘They want to negotiate a deal for the prisoners,’ Bree said cheerfully inside his head. ‘For unpaid labor.’

Translation: corporate slavery with extra paperwork.

He couldn't complain. Couldn’t happen to a nicer bunch. And now he had something to trade for information on the grimloks.

***

Two long days in skip-space towing a damaged freighter full of prisoners, Grant figured out two things.

First, Pandy had officially claimed his bunk like any cat claims a sunny windowsill.

Every night she padded in without asking, circled the bed a few times, kneaded the blankets with her claws as if testing their fluff, and then curled up against him, tail wrapped snugly around his leg like she’d bought him on layaway. Sometimes she purred herself to sleep, other times she’d yawn, stretch, and smack him in the face with her tail before dozing off completely. One morning, while Grant was making coffee in the kitchenette, she hopped up on the counter, deliberately shoved his mug off with one paw, and then stared at him like ‘what are you going to do about it, human?’ before curling up smugly in the warm spot where his mug had been. After he'd thrown her in the sonic shower on the ’fluff and fold' setting for thirty minutes she'd come out a furious ball of static cling.

But she’d stopped testing him.

The second thing, Bree was still the one doing ninety percent of the actual investigative work and one hundred percent of the work to psychically mask Grant and Boomi's affection from the temperamental client.

One night while Pandy snored softly in her bunk, Grant and Boomi were making out like teenagers in the narrow corridor to the cockpit, pressed together and giggling between kisses. The second they heard Pandy stir, they jumped apart and tried to look innocent. Pandy stretched lazily, yawned, and then fixed her big suspicious feline eyes on Boomi. She concentrated her empath powers, sniffing out lustful behavior, probing for any trace of love in Boomi’s emotions. Grant thought for sure they were busted until the empath giving a pouty 'hmmmph' when she didn't find anything. That’s when Grant noticed Bree perched nearby giving him the spider equivalent of a thumbs-up, all eight eyes gleaming with mischief.

That’s when he realized she’d been covering for them the whole time, by blocking Pandy’s empathy sense.

The black market was a tax-free haven in the Thrombosin system, a gaudy floating monastery belonging to the Church of Hastur. The place doubled as a broker for every shady deal in the sector. The monks had worked out a sweet scam: claim religious tax exemption, rake in profit as middlemen. The whole operation was inside a flying statue of Hastur the size of the Empire State Building… a giant hooded figure, tentacle arms outstretched like it was blessing every pirate, smuggler, and corporate buyer inside.

Inside the grand hall, the bazaar was a riot of noise and bargaining… raiders haggling over stolen weapons, barely disguised corporate agents buying stolen cargos at discount so they could pocket the difference; there was even a rumor going around the corporate middlemen were tipping off the pirates about the juicier shipments and getting a kickback on top of it all. All while monks quietly collected “voluntary donations” for brokering the deals that were only voluntary if you didn't want Hasturian priest-inquisitor cyborgs bending your knees backwards or sneaking into your bedroom while you slept to slip a brain-eater larva into your wife's ear.

Predictably, Pandy got them into trouble because she couldn’t keep her mouth shut.

They were in the crowded bazaar after selling the pirates, trying to find anyone who had seen grimloks lately, when some warlord of something pushed his way past being carried on a platform with a throne-like chair. The species of hyumins was red-skinned with pointed ears and fangs, and they breathed small floating bubbles out of extra nostrils on either side of their cheeks. The boss looked a bit like satan with a bubble wand.

Stupid cat-girl posed for her camera drones, fluttered her lashes at the raider’s gaudy seat, pointed and chirped, “Oh wow, babes, is this your idea of fashion? Sponsored by FlushCo? Looks like a rusty toilet… So chic.” Then she flicked her tail like she was swatting away a bad smell.

The raider boss vented a stream of bubbles in anger, bellowed something guttural, and jumped down. Came at her swinging like she’d just used his cereal for a litterbox.

Bazaar stalls toppled, bystanders flew, and suddenly Grant was in the middle of a full-on brawl. He took down the first three raiders with fists and knees, the next two with headbutts, and threw the boss straight through a wall for good measure. By the time he’d put a beatdown on a dozen of them, the bazaar had gone quiet.

Dragging himself off the deck, the raider captain he'd just crippled recognized the infamous winner of the Slamma Brawl and his hot ring girl. Jazzed just to have his internal organs ruptured such celebrities. Suddenly, all was forgiven and everyone wanted to buy them drinks, slap Grant on the back, and get a holo-selfie with Boomi while she laughed it up being a celebrity fighter’s girlfriend. Guy had even asked Grant to sign the scar to prove he'd survived a fight with the Fleshmachanic.

The fame opened doors.

They got invited to a monk-hosted feast with smugglers, traders, and raider captains. Pandy sulked the entire time, furious Grant was getting more attention than her. Rather than deal with her pouting Grant announced he’d brought entertainment, shoving Pandy on stage to perform. While Pandy tickled their empathicore bone, he and Boomi snuck off to a candlelit confessional chapel to have loud, athletic sex among the incense burners. He caught Boomi hiding the used jizz-jackets in the donations box and grabbed them back for safe disposal.

For all he knew the monks would use it to make clones of him.

Meanwhile, Bree was quietly scuttling under tables and scanning minds during Pandy’s performance. By dessert, she’d picked up on a free trader who’d done business with grimlok arms dealers in the nearby Ligaminar system at an orbital factory. Using the credits from selling the pirates they bribed the guy to copy a nav-log that would get them to the hidden autofactory.

Synovatek debt collectors could eat their hearts out… Grant wasn’t quitting now.

Pandy, of course, assumed her performance had “enchanted the crowd” and that her star power had magically produced the lead. Grant didn’t correct her. The flexed-up influencer was all hot and bothered and insisted on fucking again.

When they were in skip-space headed for Ligaminar, he bent her over the front seat of his retrofitted pickup truck in the cargo bay while she yelled 'no, don't grab my tail, it's sensitive' until he caught on and grabbed her by the tail while his hips bucked against her narrow backside. Doggystyle sex with a cat-girl... it was poetic in its way.

Last time he’d had sex in his truck was with Mia, the night the aliens had abducted him. Pandy clawed his upholstery as he pounded into her and just like last time, she stopped being able to control her psychic powers.

The bleed kicked in fast. Like someone dropped a live wire in a puddle of his brain. He got hit with a jolt of her feelings: sharp, searing, and raw. Lust. Possessive heat that said mine. But under that was a hint of aching devotion. Hope, spun through with a spike of fear: Don’t leave. Don’t forget me.

He grabbed her hair and pulled her chin up, so she was looking up into his eyes. “Mmmmph… you’re leaking again…”

He might have been referring to either her empathic ability or her soaking wet pussy.

She froze like he’d slapped her.

Then as he slowly and steadily started thrusting into her, Pandy’s eyes rolled up and she let out a low yowl of animal pleasure. Every stroke his pleasure bounced into her. Then hers slammed back into him like a boxing glove. They started moving in sync. No words. Feeling the other respond. And the better it felt the deeper they spiraled. Her come-fogged brain made him feel drunk. Drunk on her.

And through the haze of shared bliss, his brain pieced together a coherent thought.

Goddam… watch yourself Grant… this pussy is addictive…

But then he caught the look in her eyes… he’d seen that look before. Infatuated girls who thought they loved him. Damn… she was hit even harder than he was. He made a hasty exit before he spilled his load, left her satisfied and panting on her stomach, giggling and come-drunk covered in his jizz. She sniffed herself and started licking herself clean.

But that look in her eyes was gone. Or maybe she was just good at hiding it.

A few hours later, they exited the skip to Ligaminar system and Pandy seemed fixed on her goal of tracking down the recording again. It didn’t take much to locate the grimlok orbital autofactory with the information they had bought, and they flew right up to it. A boxy collection of long rectangular metal units like office buildings glued together. Hovering over a swirling gas giant, bristling with enough anti-ship missiles to bankrupt an entire fleet.

“Incoming Radio Zero transmission Sparkle Captain!” the ship’s AI said gleefully. “Sharing!”

The voice on the other end was officious and, in a monotone, like he was bored of saying the same thing over and over again and was trying to make the best of it.

"Yo, uh, unidentified whatever… this is Forward Fire Control Bravo-Niner broadcasting live from the BlastoMek Tactical Facility. If you’re not on the resupply roster or part of today’s blood parade, we’re gonna have to ask you to turn that butt around before someone gets kinetic."

“Keep going,” Grant told Boomi. She saluted him and plotted their approach course.

The radio crackled again.

“Unidentified whatever… you have not changed course so unless you wanna find out what happens when a plasma mortar gets bored, do us both a favor and evac the airspace."

There was a pause.

"Also Command says if we blow up another civvie ship we gotta do paperwork, so like – help us help you, copy?"

“What do we do?” Pandy yowled in panic.

“Gee I dunno, superstar,” Grant rolled his eyes. “Too bad we don’t have an empath onboard who can turn that improper attitude around, hey?”

***


Chapter 17    : WELCOME IMPOTRANT VISTORS

Grant, Boomi, and Pandy stepped out of the Nevermind’s main airlock onto the cold steel deck of the cavernous grimlok autofactory docking bay. The scorched metal smell of deep space still clung to the hull and big floodflights mounted on the network of catwalks all swivelled to cover them. Waiting outside the airlock were a couple dozen grimlok mercs in full combat armor, laser pulse rifles already leveled.

Looks like Pandy charming the gun crew hadn’t stopped an alert to the rest of the base…

Grant’s brain flashed back to what he’d skimmed in the ship’s so-called library... what he'd later realized was more of a 'Yellow Pages' collection of interactive ads pretending to be an “Encyclopedia Galactica”. The entry on grimloks turned out to be a page for a glossy corporate arms-manufacturer, complete with autoplay videos and pop-up coupons for plasma rifles warning him not to buy bootleg products.

“Welcome, valued reader, to Know Your Counterfeits,” it had chirped. “Today’s feature: the Grimloks! Green-skinned, musclebound humanoids with the combined subtlety of a kick in the balls and the diplomacy of a hungry badger. Adorable, right?”

Grant had squinted at the screen, unimpressed. Aside from being olive green the grimloks were hyumins who looked like the mugshot of a guy charged with eating his girlfriend’s dog after getting steroid psychosis.

The projection hadn’t miss a beat. “Once, they were peaceful farmers of tubers and grain – aw, wholesome! Until the Azurians occupied their homeworld for fifty years. Cue spectacular rebellion! Smash cut: victory, blood, fireworks. Then came their idea of genetic self-improvement. A+ for effort, F- for sanity. The upgrades made them so psychotic they needed military discipline just to keep from murdering each other whenever more than twenty of them gathered in the same place.”

“Skip to the useful part,” Grant prodded the database.

“…Now mostly pirates and mercenaries, grimloks are shunned in most civilized regions of space. Their primary contribution to the galactic economy is in the form of life insurance claims and increased premiums that keep the indemnity sector booming. The galactic economy has never been so healthy.”

None of which was very useful at all staring down the barrels of their guns.

The officer in charge, a towering slab of green muscle with a helmet covered in morale stickers, growled through his vocoder. “Which wunna you is in charge?”

Grant moved slowly to raise his hand. “Hey fellas.”

“State your business,” the officer said in a tone that suggested he hoped Grant had none and they could shoot something today. “You've got thirty seconds to give me a reason not to have sergeant Bamz snip off your testicles for factory labor and give your females job applications at the comfort station.”

One of the grimloks, probably sergeant Bamz, drew a pair of what looked like garden shears from his harness.

Grant frowned. “Wow. Not exactly the warm welcome stipulated in the tour contract.”

The officer tilted his head. “Tour contract?”

Grant tried to look confused. Squinted at the name tag on the front of the grimlok’s armor vest. “Major… Rimjob, is it? You weren't told?”

“Told what?” the officer growled.

“Fucking typical!” he shouted. Then he turned to the officer. “Listen buddy, this gig was booked months ago! You think you can skip out on cancellation fees for pretending you weren't informed and we're gonna sue your ass!”

Major Rimjob looked genuinely at a loss. “Sue?”

“This is, what, the third time this crap has happened? Our agent is so suing the promoter, the ticket service, and probably you guys for breach of contract.”

This wasn’t in the grimlok playbook. The officer started to look nervous as his men turned on him for not knowing what to do.

“Just who are you people?” Rimjob demanded.

“Who?” Grant looked offended. “You're going to tell me you don't know her?” He gestured at Pandy like she was a prize on a game show. “Ladies and gentlemen, the one and only Pandy Orgone, galactic empathicore sensation!”

Pandy gave a dazzling smile to her hovering drones and blew a kiss. “Hi darlings! Did you miss me?”

One or two of the mercenaries nodded, recognizing her.

“And who are you? Her manager?”

Grant nodded to Boomi who opened a crate and started tossing free promotional t-shirts at the crowd. After a trigger-happy grunt incinerated the first one with laser fire they calmed down and started fighting over the free merch.

“Me? Like you've never heard of the winner of the Slamma Brawl Killsprint on Clavicron station?”

Sergeant Bamz patted the officer’s arm. “Crap balls! I think that's the Fleshmechanic!”

“You got it pal,” Grant grinned. “The one and only. Here to do an exhibition bout. We’ve been touring the region, sold-out shows, standing ovations.” He looked around the docking bay. “We were promised auditorium seating. This place was supposed to be one of our biggest gigs.”

For a tense second, Grant thought they were dead. The officer looked at him, then at Pandy, then back at him. Then he made a curt hand gesture. The rifles lowered.

“Well, hell,” Major Rimjob said. “Why didn’t you say so? Welcome to the factory!”

***

After Grant had waved around a fake 200-page corporate contract he knew none of the grimloks would read, reception in the admin building was put together to welcome them. The grimlok officer’s mess had clearly been hastily scrubbed for the occasion… and someone had thrown packing sheets of plastic over the tables. A crooked hologram banner that looked like a powerpoint screen flashed overhead.

WELCOME IMPOTRANT VISTORS,

WELCOME PANDI OROGON AND FLESHMECANIC

Platters of roasted mystery meat were laid out beside cans of off-brand ‘Zerp’ soda, and a centerpiece bouquet of three half-naked girls holding flowers kept getting pinched by junior officers. A few uniformed grimloks stood at attention, sweating nervously, while a trio tried to play relaxing background music on military marching drums that was giving Grant a headache.

They didn’t exactly glow with esprit de corps… more like esprit de just following orders

‘Don’t suppose you could just mind-control these fuckers?’ Grant asked Bree.

‘No!’ the alien sulked. ‘They’re too stupid!’

Grant had to politely decline complimentary ‘entertainment’ with the comfort girls that the grimloks kept working in an unlicensed brothel while the grimloks clumsily flirted with Pandy and Boomi. When he was able to pry Pandy away from some junior officers bragging about the mass civilian casualties they’d each generated.

“Got three confirmed squishies before breakfast,” the first said. “Four if you count the grandma in the walker… old bitch moved after the first shot, so technically she was combat-adjacent.”

Not to be outdone the second spoke louder, as if it would impress girls more. “We dropped an Oopsie-69 clusterbox on the village. Corporate says it’s a gray zone. If there’s gray area, you paint it red, am I right? Had to switch to tally marks instead of painting skulls on my launcher for every soft target.... Easier to keep count once you break a hundred.”

Then from a third. “I got my high score running suppression drills on a refugee line. They kept zigzagging… made it more fun.”

Grant hissed in Pandy’s ear. “Stop smiling at these psychopaths and convince the boss to show us around.”

“How?” she looked scandalized.

“Are you an empath of not? Fucksakes, turn your mojo on him to make him friendly then ask for a tour!”

She didn’t look happy but after a few minutes of flirting with the commander, he had apologized for the poor reception and blamed the Entertainer's Guild for the whole misunderstanding.

An hour later Grant, Boomi, and Pandy were given the grand tour by Commander First Class Rimjob, followed by the major of the same name. Turned out to be the boss' dipshit nephew.

The whole place looked like a dystopian ad from a tech company about how they were the future. Machines pounding, stamping, grinding and laser-cutting while the assembly lines poured off a haze of fumes. Conveyor belts rattled with half-assembled death machines, and grim, shackled workers were chained to their work… literally.

Pandy’s coin-sized hologram recorders zipped around like overcaffeinated fireflies, auto-framing every shot with nauseating enthusiasm. Every few seconds she’d throw a wink, blow an exaggerated kiss, or strike a pose like she was hosting the galaxy’s trashiest reality show. Occasionally she’d turn to the camera and purr lines like, “Babes, I’m serving survival realness in this murder maze! More firepower than my hot new single! Click that bell, because if it tolls, it tolls for me.”

It was then Grant got a telepathic ping from Bree. ‘I found him! I found Stimpt. He’s working the factory floor like a sad little cog in this hellscape.’ 

‘Good work, kid,’ he sent back. ‘Any sign of the flight recorder?’

‘No luck on the flight log yet... I'm trying to read their thoughts to find where they might have stashed it, but these guys are so dumb it’s like trying to read the mind of a toaster.’

The grimlok commander puffed up with pride as they walked, chest out like a salesman at a trade show. “Feast your eyes! This is premium frontier manufacturing. We can churn out anything you want – projectile handguns, laser cannons, drones, even atomic missiles… fresh off the line, no questions asked, warranty void if you cry about collateral damage. You dream it, we mass-produce it, corporate logos or terrorist cell slogans printed on each warhead, no extra charge!”

Grant played along. “Impressive. What about labor costs?”

The commander snorted. “Low overhead. Only need fifty guards to run the whole place, about a hundred slaves we pick up cheap from suppliers. Out here on the frontier, no pesky labor laws. None of that union agitator crap either – those damn Teamsters from Slagport keep trying to stick their noses in but we send em back express courier in pieces.”

Commander Rimjob pulled Grant aside to speak quietly. “That's what Lekki thought you were...” he jerked a thumb at the major who had confronted them on the docks. “My sister's boy. Means well, not the brightest. You know how it is.”

Grant glanced at the sub-officer and shrugged. “Meh, I could have been a bit more diplomatic. Say, commander, can we talk shop a minute?”

“That's my favorite kind of talk.”

Grant held up a sample of a shotgun shell, a .22 magnum LR, and a .357 round. “Think you can make me a few thousand of these? Doesn’t have to use the same propellant, just make sure the test proof matches so they don’t exceed the gas pressures of the firing chambers.”

“Eh?” the commander examined them. “Single use battery in each?”

“Nope, chemical propellant.”

The commander chuckled, passing the samples to his nephew. “That all? No problem! But... less than a thousand of each and the price jumps way up. I could offer you a bulk discount though...”

***

Grant tried to stretch without elbowing Boomi in the ribs. Not easy, considering the four of them were crammed into a junior officer barracks built for three grimloks, max. The fourth bunk was a disassembled munitions crate with a blanket draped over it, and the whole room smelled like charred meat, gun oil, and industrial-grade deodorant failing at its job.

The walls were still decorated with classic grimlok bachelor flair: animated pinups of hairy, musclebound grimlok-girls in combat armor grinding on plasma cannons; posters of triple-barreled railguns with sexually suggestive slogans like ‘FRIENDLY FIRE IS JUST AGGRESSIVE TEAMWORK’ and looping sports hologram decals. One naked pinup grimlok girl showed her fellating a gun barrel with a handwritten slogan scrawled under it.

YOUR MOM CALLED. SHE SAYS TO USE FULL AUTO.

Subtle…

Pandy perched delicately on a cracker-thin mattress and fanned herself dramatically. “Ugh, this is cruelty, darlings. I've done gigs in sewage dive-bars with less mold. And at least those weren't surrounded by actual slave labor camps.”

“I felt safer in prison… this base is like summer camp for psychopaths,” Grant muttered, tapping a knuckle on the duracrete wall.

Boomi lounged with one foot up on the broken footlocker, her belly pushing against the too-tight straps of her salvaged overalls. She was trying to look relaxed, but the tension in her antennae betrayed her.

Bree, perched on Grant’s bunk like a ghostly backpack, gave a silent pulse of mental energy that pinged across his mind like sonar. ‘I feel bad for Stimpt... They chained him to a lathe in fabrication sector four. Also, I don’t think he has pants. The guards joked about giving him some if he earned it.’

Grant grimaced.

'He’s alive,' Bree added gently, sensing his anger. 'Scared, but alive. That's good right? We found him.'

Unaware of the silent psychic huddle going on in the room for everyone but her, Pandy was babbling. “One time, my promoter books me at this dive in the Viscera Belt? Said it was ‘grunge chic.’ Turns out, the stage was literally inside a reclaimed septic tank! And the headliner before me? A mime act that only performed in complete darkness. Audience never even knew they’d started. But hey, they did serve cocktails in used IV bags, so that was fun.”

She wrinkled her nose theatrically, inspecting the barracks like it might crawl off the walls. “And yet this place still manages to be worse. I should be in a soft-focus starlight lounge, not bunking over what I think is a crate of live grenades.”

‘Let’s figure out a way to get him and get the hell out…’ Grant spoke in his head.

'We’re going to have a hard time,' Bree sent back. 'I can’t barely get a read on the grimloks…, I couldn’t find out how the factory’s security systems work. No idea on shift changes either.'

Boomi nodded. 'Yeah. Bree can’t just blink us through walls and we don’t even know where the alarm triggers are.'

Grant rubbed his jaw. 'Then I need to get a lay of the land from someone who’s seen the whole place from the inside. Someone who's used to being ignored.'

Boomi crossed her antennae. 'You’re not seriously suggesting—'

Grant announced. “I’m headed to the brothel.”

Pandy gasped. “Of course you are! You toxic meatbags can’t go ten minutes without--”

“--Recon,” Grant interrupted. “Only place on the base we’re allowed unsupervised. And maybe one of the workers in there knows how the place is laid out.”

“Oh. Ew.”

Grant pushed open the blast-rated door to the Grimlok officers' lounge and immediately got hit with the smell of protein powder, old gun oil, and the unmistakable tang of cheap human-growth-hormone supplements. A trio of off-duty junior officers lounged shirtless around one table, each built like a vending machine and arguing over the best way to fuck the one guy’s sister; one seemed occupied with frequency while the other more concerned with depth. A half-functional arcade console flickered in the corner, looping a side-scroller called Killdozer II: Orphanmakers. Motivational graffiti scrawled across the walls read things like ‘IF IT BLEEDS, IT LEADS… TO A PROMOTION…’ or ‘MAKE PEACE THROUGH SUPERIOR BODY COUNT...’

“What’s a guy got to do to get some action around here?” Grant asked.

One officer interrupted burping the grimlok corporate anthem to slap Grant on the back. “What’s ours is yours!” he said and offered Grant a greasy credit token. “Take your pick!”

“You ever try Room 7?” one of the sister-fuckers changed the subject. “Twins. Or at least, two heads. Not sure if that counts.”

“Room 3 gave me tetanus last week. Best week of my life.”

Grant chuckled along, eyes cold, imagining every pressure point on their thick green necks he could snap. He approached the vending machine with a hand drawn sign that said 'No TICKET, no LICKIT' expecting the worst.

It didn't disappoint.

A hologram sputtered to life beside the ticket counter: a smug AI menu display. “WELCOME TO CROTCH HUT™! PREMIUM COMPANIONSHIP RENTALS. To maximize your pleasure experience, please complete a short questionnaire.”

Grant glared at it. “Skip it.”

“Question one:” the hologram started anyway. “Preferred copulatory partner? Male, female, tentacled, or asexual budding?”

“I said skip it!”

“I'm sorry, I didn't understand that. Did you say 'tentacles'?”

“Female,” he growled at it.

The vending machine AI flickered brighter, as if it had been waiting all day for someone new to torment. A holographic menu unfurled in front of Grant, spilling over with neon categories and way too many animated gifs.

“Question two: Let’s find your perfect perversion package!” chirped the AI. “Please browse our curated kink library, with over nine thousand options, some of which are even legal!”

Grant’s lip curled. The menu scrolled endlessly:

>>Exo-Skeletal Masochism (ideal for customers with chitin-crushing fantasies)

>>Reverse Osmosis Roleplay (not recommended for beginners)

>>Hortisexual Sprinkler (full-spectrum UV lamps extra)

>>Ovipositor Surprise (contents may vary)

>>Hot Corporate Merger (includes fake contracts and shareholder meetings)

>>Slutty Parking Meter (customer supplies own quarters)

A second hologram popped up with a disclaimer: “WARNING: Several selections may require appendages you do not currently own. CROTCH HUT™ assumes no liability for spontaneous mutations, psychic trauma, or fungal infections.”

Grant exhaled through his nose. “Skip it.”

The AI beamed. “Fantastic choice! Our most popular option! Processing your ticket now!”

Why did he get the feeling there was some grimlok crouched inside the Crotch Hut machine jackin it right now...

Then it spat out a keycard in the hopper. Grant gave the thing a death stare and imagined snapping its holographic neck too.

He took the card and was buzzed into a long hallway of doors with the light flashing over one of them. Trying the key card, it unlocked and he stepped into a dim chamber with a cot, red lighting, and a tired-looking alien woman already perched on the edge of the bed. She looked like an amphibian with wet orange skin covered in brown spots and a catfish-like fleshy mustache. Her eyes narrowed at him, cautious.

“You new?”

“Something like that,” Grant said, sitting on a metal stool. “Name?”

“Vixa. And I don’t do weird stuff.”

“Good. I’m not here for that.”

She blinked. Then leaned forward, suspicious. “Then what?”

“Info. Layout of the place. Guard shifts.”

She stared. “You a union organizer?”

“Not exactly.”

A nictitating membrane blinked over Vixa’s eyes. “No. Don’t even think it. Last guy who tried asking if the workers would back a breakout got caught… they laser-cuttered him into deli slices. Posted his ears on the bathroom wall.”

The stool creaked as Grant leaned forward, elbows on his knees. Vixa sat stiff as a mannequin, arms crossed over a tank top that had seen better decades. Her eyes flicked to the door every three seconds like she expected grimloks to Kool-Aid Man through it.

“Look,” Grant said, voice low. “I’m not asking you to lead a parade. Just tell me when these psychos go on smoke break, so I don’t get turned into wall art.”

Vixa hissed. “You don’t get it! If they even think I told you anything, I’m dead. Deli-sliced, ears-on-the-bathroom-wall dead.”

Grant shrugged. “Then don’t tell me everything. Just tell me one tiny thing. Pretend it’s a horoscope. What’s the stars say for tomorrow?”

She bit her lip, visibly at war with herself. Finally, she muttered, “...About ten guards on duty. The rest... they’ll be distracted.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “Distracted how?”

She groaned. “Watching your glitter-girl’s performance. The pop one. They’re obsessed.”

Grant grinned. “So Pandy’s finally useful. Who knew?”

“So… you wanna screw?” she asked.

“I’m good, thanks,” Grant smiled coldly.

Thirty minutes later he returned to the barracks, Boomi watching him with that squinty, knowing gaze.

“Got anything?” she asked.

“Like crotch-rot? No way.” Grant sat beside her, exhaling. “Just confirmation this place sucks. Thought I knew bad jobs... thought we had it tough… Slagport is a resort compared to this.”

Pandy, sensing his bottled fury, was serious for once. “I knew places like this existed... but seeing one...” she shivered. “It's horrible.”

Boomi leaned forward, studying grant's face. “You want to burn it down, don't you?”

Grant nodded. “Boy do I ever,” he growled. “But we've got a job to do. The guards should all be watching our girl tomorrow, and that should give us the chance we need to grab Stimpt.”

“What about me?” Pandy yowled. “I have to be on my own?”

“First we get Stimpt, then we come back for you. Nothing will go wrong. And if there’s a chance… we do what we can for these poor bastards.”

***

The day after their grand tour, the Commander Rimjob met them with an honor guard at the barracks. An escort to the performance.

Pandy tilted her chin up like a queen addressing her peasants. “Tell me you at least got the stage lighting exactly to my specifications.”

The commander gave his best smile. Hand resting on the ceremonial sword he was wearing as part of his dress uniform. “I can assure you, you’ll get exactly what you wanted.”

There was a hint of fury behind his eyes, and for a moment Grant felt a twinge of danger. But glancing at Pandy she was all smiles. If the grimlok was lying to her, she would have known it.

He’s probably just as tired of dealing with her bullshit as I am…

“Morale’s at critical mass,” Major Rimjob added. “Half the company’s already half-chubbed and the other half’s polishing their bayonets, if you catch my drift.”

Something was way off…

Pandy gave Grant a nervous glance then went back to her performer mode. She fluffed her hair, batted her lashes at her hovering drones, and bragged to her viewers like nothing was wrong. Into the nearest drone she purred in a stage whisper, “Hey sparkle squad, it’s your girl backstage at the grimlok factory… think of it as a day spa, if your idea of a facial is plasma burn exfoliation. Check out our host... his uniform reminds me of the bellhop at my hotel... so rustic! As if I have to perform for these gelheads. Should I film my next single here in this grease-trap paradise? Comment below, babes!”

The commander glared at the cat-girl. Looked like he was about to slap her until his eyes went to Grant and thought better of it.

What the hell are you up to... you green fuck...

Grant eyed the commander. The big grimlok growled, grinding his teeth, but turned. He led them to the left arm of the factory, towards the warehouse.

“Hey, I thought we were going to the mess hall?” Boomi asked.

“Just a quick stop,” Rimjob smiled. “Wanted to show the Fleshmechanic the ammunition we had prepared for his order.”

“Uh, I’m sure than can wait,” Grant said.

The commander’s nephew checked his chronograph. “Sir, with respect, if this show doesn’t start soon, I can’t guarantee Corporal Meats isn’t gonna start freestyle grinding on a forklift again.”

“Corporal Meats enjoys his forklift time!” the commander leered. “And besides… the customer always comes first.”

The big grimlok gestured grandly as he escorted them through a towering set of warehouse doors. Inside, the cavernous space echoed with clanging machinery and the growl of autoloaders. Ahead loomed a massive wall of crates stacked on pallets thirty feet high, arranged into a makeshift hallway. With a smug flourish, the commander led them straight toward the narrow gap in the middle and guided them through.

“You know, my boys have been talking about you non-stop,” the commander said casually. “So I checked out some of your performances. That Slamma Brawl match... sheer carnage.”

“Yeah... that's entertainment,” Grant said uneasily.

“So I looked for more. Got a performance only few days ago over ansible,” he went on, sucking his teeth and buffing a spot on his armor polished to a tacky chrome shine. “Miss Orgone's show at the Hastur market.”

“They were suuuuuuch gracious hosts,” Pandy said, still in character.

“Funny thing,” the commander said cheerfully, like he was offering them a free trial subscription. “I also found a bootleg recording from Drillhead-11.”

“Drillhead?” Pandy faltered slightly.

For a moment Garnt felt a chill. What had the guy seen?

Oh shit...

“Turns out you’re not who you said you were... Marshal Fleshmechanic.”

As he said it, the commander led them out the far side of the tunnel, where they stepped into a square patch of the warehouse floor bordered by walls of crates. A dozen armed guards stepped out to surround them, rifles leveled. The commander chuckled in full 'bad guy who has sprung his trap' mode.

“You think you can fine us for unsafe work conditions?” He slammed a fist sideways into the wall, hard enough to dent one of the crates.

“W-what are you talking about?” Pandy looked genuinely confused.

The grimlok commander scoffed. “Wrong jurisdiction! We are beyond the reach of your petty corporate purview! Labor laws don’t apply in a sovereign extra-territorial factory! Clause nineteen of the Interstellar Munitions Charter clearly states grimlok enterprises are self-regulated under the ‘Work Safe or Die Trying’ exemption. And those plasma murder-toaster blueprints? Totally original! Any resemblance to azurian energy field claymores is PURE coincidence!”

Grant held up his hands. “Whoa, buddy, I have no idea what you're talking about!”

His dimwitted nephew blinked, confused, eyes bloodshot and wild. “HA! I told you! He’s with the union rep – an agent of Tarsus Callyx!”

The commander cuffed him. Jabbed a finger at Grant. “Don’t play dumb, skinbag! You’re here to break our glorious worker-ownership model! Do you think we don't have listening devices in very room where our unpaid intern gratification consultants work?”

Unpaid intern… oh… the hookers…

“We heard everything, you deviant!” the nephew leaned forward to sneer.

Grant was pissed. Mostly at himself for being outsmarted by these lobotomized apes. “What do you want, a prize? You want me to clap and hand you a medal? You can put it right beside the rest of that costume jewelry you wear.”

“I earned all these on the field of battle!” the commander bellowed.

Grant was already eyeing the surrounding. If he could salvage this it would save him the trouble of fighting his way out… and of having to save Pandy’s ass in the process.

“You're the spelling bee champion for Electrolit-7?” Boomi leaned forward to squint and read the medals on Commander Rimjob’s chest.

“Enough!” the officer roared. “I’m glad you find this amusing… but we don’t care if you lied, we’re still getting our money’s worth.”

Grant groaned. “Knew this was too easy. Should’ve charged a deposit.”

Boomi’s stance shifted, muscles coiled like springs beside him and Grant put a hand on her shoulder. Shook his head. The shadow of an industrial hover-crane lowered to plug the hole in the arena wall with another stack of crates. Grant eyed the labels.

CAUTION: LASER CARBINE BATTERIES – DO NOT DROP, KICK, OR USE AS A PILLOW. UNAUTHORIZED OPENING MAY RESULT IN 'FUN-SIZED' EXPLOSIONS, THIRD-DEGREE SUNBURNS, AND/OR SUDDEN DEATH.

HAVE A NICE DAY!

Suddenly catching up to the danger they were in, Pandy shrieked, her fur puffing up like she’d been hit with static electricity.

“This is all your fault!” she wailed, glaring at Grant. “We’re gonna die!” She turned to the commander, pleading. “Please! I only just met this horrible man! He's been holding me against my will! I had no choice but to play along!”

Grant ignored her. Beside him, Boomi just shot him a confident grin... the one that said she had total faith he was about to wreck everyone’s day in spectacular fashion.

“Relax, Pandy,” Grant said. Then to the commander. “You got me, pal. There’s some azurian patent holders who are pretty pissed with your bootleg knockoffs. If I were you, I’d make it easy on myself and surrender now, before the corporate battlecruiser arrives. I called them yesterday. In the meantime cut these girls loose… they were just my cover story.”

The commander sneered. “This autofactory is fully mobile!” he sneered. “By the time that battlecruiser arrives we’ll be long gone! But until then, the show must go on!”

Grant sighed. “Suit yourself.” Then to Pandy’s horrified expression and Boomi’s grinning one he gave them a reassuring smile. “Go with them. It’ll be okay.”

“Mmmmm,” Major Rimjob grabbed Pandy by the frilly pink costume. “You are so beautiful,” he sniffed her hair. Then looked at Grant. “And you are so fuckin stupid.”

“You touch her,” Grant said. “I’ll reach down your neck and pull your asshole inside out.”

The commander and his guards jabbed at the girls with the barrels of their lasers and herded them onto the hover crane with the officers to float up above the arena and deposit them at the top of the wall of crates. Left Grant in the makeshift arena in the middle of the factory warehouse.

“Try not to die too fast!” the commander shouted. “The boys bet on whether you’d scream or gurgle. I got five credits on gurgle.”

Grant check the improvised arena. They had stacked the crates like bleachers, packed with grimlok guards. The men cheered, boo’d, yelled catcalls at Pandy and waved bets around. Grant did a quick headcount; around forty. That meant this asshole had only left a skeleton staff overseeing the factory.

The commander grabbed a microphone and a glitchy PA system blared his voice: “Ladies and grunts, I give you today’s volunteer! Spoiler alert: he doesn’t come with a warranty, and we’re not offerin’ refunds! Tonight, the so-called Fleshmechanic gets turned into a fine red mist by our homegrown droids of destruction!”

The antigrav crane lifted another stack of crates to make a doorway and three hulking robot drones stomped into the ring, four-legged with a single central armored cylinder and a ball sensor-suite on top for a head. Bristling with what the locals probably thought were deadly lasers and stubby autocannons. Servo motors whined like dying animals as they scanned for targets and came to rest on Grant.

Fuckin three of them? This was gonna hurt...

From the back of his mind Bree’s voice buzzed in his head. ‘Want me to handle it?’

“Aaaand entering the ring fresh from dumbfuckville and looking like he left his spine at home… it’s Captain Deadmeat himself! Let’s see how long he lasts!"

Grant felt under his clothes for the hard smooth surface of the umbria space suit next to his skin. ‘Nah, stick to the mission. I’ve got this.’

The commander’s voice roared over the PA, rallying his troops like a psychotic motivational speaker. “You see this? Some outworld punk thinks he can stroll in here, lie to us, and just walk away? Nobody lies to US! Nobody makes fools of US! We’re the kings of this factory, the gods of this frontier, and tonight we feed this so-called Fleshmechanic to our beautiful, murderous bastards! If he makes it two minutes, drinks are on me! If he makes it three, your can piss in my ear!"

“Garnt!” Boomi yelled down at him anxiously.

He gave her a wink and touched one hand to the wrist control of his suit so the fishbowl helmet formed.

This is what you get for doing things the sneaky way…

The guards howled, stomping boots and slamming gun butts on the crates. The commander raised a hand for silence and leaned into the mic, voice dripping smugness. “And now, Marshal Fleshmechanic, you’re about to get a taste of the finest precision war drones this factory can churn out on zero-hour contracts and minimal safety checks! Let’s show our guest some real frontier hospitality!”

He chopped his hand downward, and the drones’ targeting optics flared to life as the combat systems engaged.

The drones opened fire.

Lasers stung like lit cigarettes as they burned through Grant’s clothes and stopped on the ancient spacesuit. He threw one arm up across his face and tried to ignore the stream of small-caliber bullets stinging like needles all over his body. Every one of them ricocheted off him, pinging his suit with pathetic plinks and into the wall of crates.

Grant didn’t bother dodging; he charged the drones.

Or tried to, anyway. The suit went rigid wherever he was shot and as the three rapid-fire streams of bullets converged on him, he could barely move – unable to bend his legs properly, awkwardly hop-waddling at the enemy. Listening to Rimjob shit-talk him on the PA.

“Oho! This one’s got pluck, boys! Let’s see if that pluck’s still twitchin’ after a faceful of Ripper Claws!”

But he closed the distance.

A shout of shock went up from the spectators as he grabbed the first drone by its turret and twisted until he ripped its head off with a satisfying metallic shriek. The headless bot spun wildly. With the visual sensors ripped loose, it could only guess what to shoot at by the sound. Grant used its body as cover from the other two drones.

The headless robot turned its blazing guns at every noise.

That included the crowd.

Grimlok guards dove for cover as laser beams and bullets sprayed wildly at the spectators, tearing through a concessions stand they’d set up on top of the crate wall. Fried snacks and cheap plastic chairs torn apart as guards were killed by their own robot.

One down, two to go...

The first thing he’d noticed about the bots was the obvious design flaw. Emerging from behind the body of the first drone, he swung the severed head by the wires dangling out the neck. Whirring through the air like a medieval mace. He reached the second robot and swung with all his considerable necroplanet strength.

KERRUNCH

The first cranium caved in the sensors of the second one. Sparks erupted in showers as it belched blue smoke from the neck. While it was blinded Grant picked up the robot in a bear-hug. Grunted at the weight. Staggering as the legs thrashed.

He angled the fire spewing out of its guns on the third bot.

For a moment the third drone shook under the impact then some sort of faulty logic told it to shoot back. Grant dropped it and ran. Leaving his captive drone to fight. He dove to crouch behind the blind bot still firing randomly like it was a ballistic riot shield. Watched from safety as laser fire and tracer rounds lit the room. The two drones laid into each other. Blasting away parts of each other’s chassis until they each were shredded.

Within a few seconds the two bots ruptured and went dead.

The first went limp, guns dangling. The other actually exploded as an internal magazine cooked off. Tore itself in half. Grant laughed as metal chunks of casing and molten internal circuits sprayed across the arena.

Immediate threat taken care of, Grant looked up at the grimloks holding Boomi and Pandy at gunpoint on top of the wall.

Hope it was worth it, you fuckers...

He made eye contact with the little albino alien, and she grinned.

While the guards’ attention was locked on Grant tearing apart the drones, she twisted her shoulders, ducked low, and slid right out of the grip of the grimlok holding her. Before he could react, she planted her hands on the ground, flipped backwards… and kicked.

Uncoiling all the necroplanet muscle in her small body delivered the force of a hydraulic piston. The guard's neck cracked with a sickening snap, and his body went tumbling off the thirty-foot crate stack to crash onto the floor below like a sack of rotten cabbages.

She scooped up the fallen guard’s rifle.

Oversized gun snugged under her arm, Boomi started blasting from the hip. Point blank. Into every grimlok around her. The pulse carbine flashed laser blasts as she started gunning down other guards while they were still trying to figure out what was happening.

“Waaaaaahoooo!”

The grimloks finally reacted... slow, but not like amateurs. They opened fire on her. Laser beams sliced the air, some sizzling past her and others scoring across her body.

His stomach clenched.

Of course he knew she had her umbria spacesuit on underneath. Just like he knew her speed and reflexes were damn near inhuman, but there were a lot of barrels swinging her way.

Then Pandy stepped forward, palms out like she was holding up a wall, and her eyes blazed with internal light. She opened her mouth and began to sing.

Her empathicore aura surged, rolling over the arena like a storm. It wasn’t music so much as raw emotion cranked to eleven. Grant shuddered as it crawled up his cerebral cortex. Even though most of her attack was directed at the guards, only feeling the edge of if made Grant feel rage. Felt his white-cold adrenalin boiling. A blind need to tear things apart.

For the grimloks it hit just slightly harder.

The green soldiers all freaked out in the same moment.

Every single one of them snapped into berserk fury at the empathic control of the cat-girl’s siren-song. They turned on each other. Punching and strangling with bare hands. Stabbing and gouging with whatever they had. Belt knives, rifle butts or even sporks from the friend snacks. The ones who retained a sliver of rational thought used their guns, firing wildly at anyone in sight.

Grant didn’t waste the opportunity. He shoved the last still-active robot to face the stack of marked ammo crates. Turret still firing. The lasers and bullets chewed through the crates until the first battery packs ruptured.

The thing about military-grade weapon batteries was they tended to release all their energy, all at once, when the cases were compromised. At the first catastrophic failure of the battery insulation erupted in a flash of searing white light, the bowl of his helmet darkened to block the glare. He missed seeing what happened next, but he sure felt it.

A concussive blast hammered the arena like a bomb.

Heat washed over Grant, the air vibrating with a shockwave that tumbled him and the stacked crates like toy blocks. He came to a jarring stop and his helmet cleared a moment later.

Just in time to see half the wall collapse in a shower of molten metal and shrapnel as an even bigger explosion went off. It ripped a dozen grimloks apart mid-scream, their bodies consumed in the vaporizing blast. Throwing shattered pieces of crates and bodies into the air. Smoke blinded Grant as glowing debris rained down. The warehouse floodlights went dark. The only light in the warehouse from the hellish orange glow of melting and burning ammo crates.

The blind bot had been knocked on its side, struggling like a horseshoe crab on its back. Grant finished it with a savage stomp, shoving its sparking chassis aside. Now all he had to to was make good on his promise to the pair of Rimjobs.

He eyed the height of the remaining crate wall. He'd been testing his enhanced strength in the low-gravity environments in space over the last few months, and with a running start he vaulted up the wreckage of the shattered arena wall in a single, powerful leap. Came to a stumbling landing beside the commander and his nephew.

The two green aliens gawked, frozen. Their bravado evaporated the moment Grant landed within reach of them. But it was replaced with a murderous instinct.

They were in their dress uniforms. Either because they wanted to sell the ruse that this had all been part of a performance… or they just liked the way it made them look. Either way, a bad tactical decision. They had no guns… but they did have weapons.

Both men drew the curved ceremonial cutlasses at their side.

“Fucking swords?” Grant let out a surprised chuckle.

The nephew lunged first. Grant grabbed his arm, twisted, and tore it off at the shoulder like snapping a chicken wing. Held onto it with the blade still clutched in hand and shoved the stunned man off the pile of crates to the warehouse floor thirty feet below.

Bending the fingers open one by one, Grant dropped the arm. Kept the sword. Held the grip in two hands and made a ‘Bruce Lee about to kick your teeth in’ noise.

“Your kung fu is weak... as dog shit...” he told the commander.

The grimlok boss came at him swinging. Unlike Grant, he actually knew how to use a sword. He stabbed and slashed Grant three times – blade clanging off the diamond-hard spacesuit under his clothes – before Grant parried once. Lucky for Grant, that was all it took. The impact sent the blade out of the alien's hand, flinging it end over end to embed quivering in a crate.

The commander’s eyes went wide as Grant broke both his elbows with two brutal punches, then one of his knees for good measure. There was bone sticking out. Part of him was trying to tell the other part he didn’t have time for petty revenge.

But he was pissed.

The commander, bleeding and broken, stared up at him in stunned disbelief. “It’s true… the Fleshmechanic stories. No one should be able to do this. A thing like you… can’t exist.”

Grant smirked. “Buddy, if you think I’m bad, you should meet Dirty Harry. Or John Wick. Or the most dangerous Earthling of all... Bugs Bunny... that guy will kick every alien ass in the galaxy if you challenge him to a basketball game.”

Grant swung the cutlass once and took the commander’s head clean off.

Finished, he looked at the chaos around him. Somewhere behind the smoke, grimloks howled and brawled, too busy tearing each other apart under Pandy’s empathic influence to notice the prisoners were free. The arena was a flaming scrapyard, burning in bright blue and orange patches of chemical fire. A melted steel beam groaned and toppled in an incredible imitation of his drunk uncle at Grant's ninth birthday party.

Grant kicked aside a bent chair and caught movement near a chunk of collapsed crates. “Boomi?”

Her white skin and red eyes blinked out at him from under the crumpled snack stand. She was curled up against the curved hull of a bent gyro-pop cart, arms protectively around her confiscated pulse laser rifle.

“Hey,” he said, voice softer now. “You alright?”

Boomi nodded, a calm smile on her face the moment she laid eyes on him. She took his hand and pressed it gently to her stomach.

“We're fine.”

His heart cracked. For half a second, everything else vanished.

Then a shriek cut through the smoke.

“We are certainly not fine!” Pandy yelled crawling out of the wreckage of the cart behind her.

The bedraggled cat girl stumbled out, scarlet hair a frazzled halo, one shoe missing, face covered in smoke. “I was shot at! There was an explosion! My entire look is ruined! This is NOT in my contract!”

She threw herself dramatically into Grant’s arms. Camera drones zipped in for the close-up “You saved me!” she gasped. She went to kiss him and her nose bounced off the fishbowl helmet.

“Mreow! What is this?” she batted the fishbowl.

Grant groaned as he peeled her off. “Okay, Princess Monodrama, we have to go. Gotta find Stimpt, remember?”

Pandy sniffled. “I thought I was the most important one you were rescuing!”

“Yeah… top three. For sure,” he nodded. “Now move your ass before a grimlok uses it as a mop.”

The drones followed, still recording. He was gonna need a better media lawyer.

***

Leaving the last of the grimloks dead or dying in the warehouse, Grant led Boomi and Pandy through the chaos of the factory riot. Smoke and sparks belched from shattered machines while alarms blared. The few remaining guards were being mobbed by furious slave laborers who had finally turned on their captors.

‘Keep going straight,’ Bree directed him.

A cheery corporate voice blared over the speakers: “Hi there, valued productivity asset! Reminder: Unauthorized workplace alterations are strictly prohibited under Section 7B of the Fun and Safe Labor Act! Violators will be subject to immediate employee disassembly fees, morale recalibration surcharges, and a complimentary final ration bar redeemable by your next of kin!”

'Now take a right at the big thing that polishes focus tubes for lasers,' Bree said.

Grant followed Bree’s telepathic directions, weaving around and under conveyor belts. One of the assembly lines was jammed, and plastic boxes of stunray carbines were tumbling down from an overhead conveyer to smash apart of the factory floor below. They detoured around the waterfall of weapons.

Finally, behind a quality control machine that showed skeletal CT scans of guns passing through the scanner, they found Stimpt. He was skinny. Tall. Grey-skinned with silver hair and dark circles around his eyes. Cowering and chained to the control panel. Bree was perched on his shoulders like a smug hermit crab, waving two arms.

'About time you showed up,' Bree spoke in his head. 'Here's your guy. Says he knows exactly where that recording came from. Still no flight log though... Guess we have to take him with us if we want directions.'

Stimpt looked up at Grant, dirt and grease caked into the lines of his face. “You get me out of here,” he said hoarsely. “And I’ll take you straight to the planet where I found that feeler. No bullshit.”

Grant tore the chain loose with a single pull, the metal snapping like a breadstick. “Deal.”

Pandy, still catching her breath and milking every second for her hovering holo-cameras, clutched Grant’s arm like she was unveiling a prize on a game show. “Merrroooow, you guys, this is what peak hero boyfriend energy looks like!” she gushed to her audience, flashing a perfect pose before dramatically planting a kiss on him for the feed.

Grant wiped his mouth, grinning dryly. “Yeah, great.”

He handed the end of the chain around Stimpt’s neck to the empath, like a leash. “Get him back to the ship, would you.”

“Alone?” she yowled.

“Aubrey will protect you.”

“Your pet?” she yelled. “What’s that stupid spider going to do? Cute them to death?”

“Just use your powers… you took out most of the guards already. You’re a natural,” he ruffled her hair.

She growled suspiciously. “Why aren't you coming?”

“I'm gonna see if I can find those flight logs.”

Pandy purred, mollified slightly, before leading Stimpt away. Grant watched them go, then turned to Boomi.

“Thought they'd never leave.”

Boomi smiled as she bit her bottom lip and shivered. “I haven't been this turned on since the last prison riot you started.”

Grant sent Bree a mental nudge. ‘Make sure nothing happens to them. And try not to read my mind for the next while... you will not like what you see.’

Bree’s voice chirped back, ‘No promises!’

They made their way to the grimlok administrative building in five minutes. It seemed mostly deserted. Grant and Boomi slipped through the shattered entryway without resistance, unless you counted the guard Boomi shot between the eyes with her laser carbine, and looted for his can of Zorp Neo.

Inside, was oddly quiet until they found the officer's mess where freed comfort girls with zero training but a whole lot of pent-up rage were doing surgery on a grimlok kitchen knives. One tentacled girl had her arms wrapped around his neck in a chokehold. Somewhere along the way they had put lipstick and makeup on the guy.

“Just relax your sphincter!” one yelled, and the others laughed. Like it was something they’d heard a lot.

“Where do you think they left the flight logs from Stimpt's ship?” Boomi asked, cradling her laser rifle.

Grant shook his head. “Who cares. It’s not why we're here. Come on.”

He dragged her down a hallway lined with flickering neon signs and burst into one of the upscale brothel suites. Gold trim, heart-shaped furniture, and suspiciously full laundry hamper.

The AI room attendant purred to life. “Welcome to Room 69-C! Initiating mood lighting. May I recommend “Gropewave Volume 3” or the ambient tones of “Moanstream Prime” for optimal experience?”

Boomi casually raised her rifle and shot the wall speaker.

“Mood killed?” Grant asked.

She kicked the door closed and unzipped her spacesuit in one move. “Impossible,” she said in a hungry voice. “You have ten seconds to drop your pants.”

“Shit,” he broke their embrace a few minutes later. “I forgot to bring...”

“One of these?” Boomi asked, holding up the foil packet of a Space Y branded condom. “I told you… I always keep one for emergencies.”

They humped on silky sheets, enjoying the luxury of extra space after so long cooped up in the Nevermind crew quarters. The little albino jackrabbit thrusting herself back against him until her whole body shook.

He nearly pulled a muscle he came so hard.

They collapsed together, sticky and satisfied. Her heartbeat thumped against his ribs. Grant knew they should get up but for a long while they lay together.

“Hey, Boomi… I never asked because you never wanted to talk about it... But I think it's about time I did...”

She held her breath. “Yes?”

“You never told me what you got locked up for.”

Boomi stiffened slightly. Her smile faded a bit. She stared up at the mirrored ceiling.

“Oh. Uh… I stole a spaceship.”

Grant blinked. “Huh.”

“And drugged the owner.”

“I'm gonna guess he deserved it,” Grant said slowly.

“And flushed him out the airlock.”

“Geezus... what?” he gathered his calm. “You know what... guy probably had it coming.”

“They said it was attempted murder,” she added quickly, antennae twitching. “But I put him in a spacesuit and everything. I didn’t want him to die. Just wanted him to… float away for a while.”

“That sounds totally reasonable,” Grant said, diplomatically.

She huffed. “Well… he was the CEO of one of the biggest agri-conglomerates on Hoplia, so his lawyers kinda overreacted. I made it all the way to Timpany sector before I got caught. Next thing I knew… sleestak prison.”

Grant gave a low whistle. “Why’d you do it?”

She hesitated. “I needed to get away from my family.”

That made him pause. Her voice had shifted, softer, smaller.

“I’ve never told anyone that,” Boomi said, tracing circles on his chest with her fingertip. “Not even Jane. But… I feel safe with you, Garnt. It’s okay to tell you.”

He looked at her, at those big red eyes. She meant it.

“For the record,” Grant said, brushing hair from her eyes. “Next time clue me in before you space somebody, that way I can help you throw them out the airlock.”

Boomi’s breath hitched. Her face lit up with the dopiest, happiest smile he’d ever seen.

***

An hour later Grant and Boomi returned to the docking bay where the Nevermind was parked, weaving past stacks of goods ready for shipment, arm in arm. The factory floor was still silent and smoking now. Except for the grimlok screams where ex-prisoners celebrated like they’d just won the galactic super-lotto. They'd already run into one bunch with a grimlok guard and a jury-rigged plasma torch which was either a very over-enthusiastic torture or a very underdone barbeque.

Grant only chuckled.

He had the relaxed attitude of a man who'd just had amazing sex with a very energetic partner. He watched the freed workers with the lazy grin. Boomi snugged against his side, hair mussed, cheeks and antennae flushed, eyes half-lidded and blissfully dazed from being thoroughly and repeatedly forced to orgasm. She managed a hazy little giggle, brain pleasantly fogged.

“You good?” he asked.

“Mmmm, just thinking about how I'll never walk straight again,” she said before nuzzling closer with a dopey, satisfied smile, antennae caressing his arm.

As they passed between the pallets closest to the ship, Grant caught a glimpse of a crate label and slowed to a stop.

Several pallets were stacked high with crates proudly stamped in hologram lettering:

NEW from BLASTOMEK: THE BANG-BANG ULTRA-PRO MAX+ LINE!

He paused and peeled a promotional label off the nearest crate. Cheerful hologram mascots waved cartoon guns.

Now featuring .357 ChunkPoppers and .22LR PewPew Stingers! Warning: Our brand-new BoomShell™ shotgun rounds are so spicy they’re a war crime on 150 civilized planets! Use responsibly… or irresponsibly, we’re not your mom.

The crates held thousands of rounds of ammo for Grant’s guns.

“Those thieving pieces of shit... they stole my bullets and were going to pass them off as their own idea!” he glared at the crates, wishing he could go back and kill the commander and his dipshit nephew all over again.

Parked beside the crates, inside a protective plastic shrink-wrap, was a ten-foot long laser cannon. Boomi had already hopped on, straddling it like a mechanical bull.

“Remind you of anything?” she asked coyly. “I'll give you a hint: it's your giant penis.”

It was a heavy-duty laser cannon five times bigger than the one on the Nevermind. It had the sales brochure attached and Grant picked it up.

The cheery holographic sales AI popped with fireworks as it activated. “CONGRATULATIONS, FUTURE WAR CRIMINAL! You’re about to meet the BlastoMek SunBiter™ XL-5000, the only laser cannon legally classified as an extinction-level event! Perfect for vaporizing enemy fleets, unwanted in-laws, and that neighbor who won’t stop borrowing your dyson sphere. Now with 30% more indiscriminate collateral damage and a user-friendly point-and-click interface! BlastoMek: Turning planets into profitable parking lots since 4834 Galactic Standard!”

“We’re taking this,” Grant muttered. “Even if I have to strap myself to the roof of the ship in a spacesuit and hang onto it the entire trip home.”

While he was mentally engineering a way to haul the thing, a group of armed former ‘unpaid interns who aren’t allowed to quit' spotted him. They were led by a comfort girl in silky underwear and combat boots, cradling an assault rifle like she’d been born with it.

It was the salamander girl with the catfish tentacles: Vixa.

The workers froze, eyes narrowing. A ripple of uncertainty cracked through the liberated crowd. Whispers turned to shouts as a wiry alien with burned feathers pointed an accusing finger at Grant. “He’s one of them! I’ve seen him with the brass! Probably here to put us back in chains!”

Grant held up his hands, but the shouts kept coming. A third voice yelled, “Bet he’s just here to log us back in the work queue!”

“String him up! Burn him with the rest of them!” someone yelled from the back.

“Whoa... hold on now. I'm with you guys! These assholes just spent all day trying to kill us.” Grant held up his hands, trying to explain himself.

The crowd surged closer, weapons raising.

Then a voice from the rear shouted. “Wait!”

Vixa, in a negligee and assault rifle, waved everyone to silence. “He’s not one of them.” She paused. “He’s with the union!”

The riot hit a sudden pause, like someone yanked the aux cable out mid-fight anthem. All eyes pivoted toward Grant. It was quiet enough to hear someone’s plastic flipflops squelch on the blood-slick deck.

Vixa hefted her grimlok rifle in the air. “He was here to free us! Yeah!”

A guy with more tattoos than teeth dropped his pistol with the same stunned expression Grant had seen on drunks realizing the urinal wasn’t a urinal.

Someone else shouted. “I told you, I saw him, the one who iced the commander.”

“No, not just the commander… he bagged that smirking weasel-spawn nephew, too,” Boomi pointed out.

Another heartbeat. Then the dam broke.

Cheers. Screaming. Flipflips thrown in the air. Hands patted Grant. Lots of hands. Too many hands. He was being hoisted up like a hometown hero who’d just won the championship football game.

“He’s gonna get us dental plans with real teeth!”

“I heard he's bringin’ back weekends! The whole damn concept!”

“We’re talkin’ break rooms with chairs!”

His back was getting slapped like a malfunctioning soda machine and someone was sobbing into his boot. Pretty sure a comfort girl kissed his cheek. Suddenly, he was the messiah of the meat factory.

Geezus... you'd think I just pitched a bucket of water on a wicked witch...

“Yeah... okay cool... that's enough... put me down now motherfuckers!”

The crowd placed Grant on a crate so they could all see him. Expectant faces turned up. Fucksakes... he was tired, needed a shower, and would probably still need to put up with Pandy's shit when he got back on the ship. Last thing he needed was liberating this bunch of sad sacks.

But then he saw Boomi's adoring smile looking up at him like he would know exactly what to do.

Shit...

Grant waved the crowd to quiet. “What happens now,” he said. “Is you’re free. But freedom can mean you've got nothing to lose. It's a cold hard galaxy out there for a bunch of, uh, recently unemployed factory workers.”

“So… what do we do?” someone asked.

Grant shrugged. “Well... the last owners of this factory won't miss it... As of this moment, this whole place belongs to you. Under the proud and definitely legitimate authority of the Teamsters Delegate on Slagport I’m declaring you the newest owners of the, uh, munitions factory collective!”

That was probably a thing…

The crowd looked at each other. Murmurs spread. Grant doubled down, channeling half-remembered slogans from that chick he’d once dated who was hot enough to ignore how she talked about politics all the time. “No more unpaid shifts! No more corporate loyalty points! From this day forward you’re incentivized! We’re talking workers’ control of the means of eating the rich! End wage slavery! Smash the broligarchs! Seize the shifts, seize the… uh… one percent! I don’t remember all of it, but I dated a girl who spray-painted it on a wall once and it sounded badass.”

The workers erupted in cheers. Vixa wiped away a tear, clearly imagining a future full of dental benefits and contracted coffee breaks.

A burly new collectivist called out, “How do we thank you?”

Grant grinned. “Easy. Help me load all this ammo and that sweet, sweet laser cannon onto my ship. Solidarity forever, right?”

The crowd roared in agreement, rallying around Grant like he’d just announced free beer for life.

***


Chapter 18    : Craving Protein

The Nevermind dropped through Cerv-9’s thick orange clouds like a greased bowling ball, shaking hard enough to make Grant wonder if they’d installed a washing machine on spin cycle under his seat. Out the viewport, the sunbaked half of the planet's surface glowed almost too bright to look at. Boomi hunched over the controls, whisps of white hair stuck to her forehead with sweat and her antennae crossed in concentration, muscles flexing in her biceps as she wrestled the steering yoke.

The overly polite orbital navigation beacon AI chimed in over comms, voice dripping with passive-aggressive cheer.

“Attention, lovely and competent flight crew aboard the Nevermind! You are currently far too close to the polar magnetic disturbances and will almost certainly crash and die a fiery death. But I’m sure you already knew that and have an excellent plan, right? Please, by all means, continue as you are, or maybe move into the equatorial vector before becoming a spectacular cautionary tale! This safety reminder brought to you by AstroNav Solutions™, the galaxy’s #1 provider of stellar navigation services and unsolicited advice.”

Grant glanced out the viewport at the jagged horizon, a strip of blood-orange light splitting night from day. Cerv-9 wasn’t like any planet Grant had ever heard of… it didn’t spin. One side roasted forever facing the sun, the other froze solid, and every living thing clung to the skinny twilight ring in between like bugs on a window ledge. Great place to build a civilization if you like constant sunsets and the knowledge that a few miles too far in either direction will either barbecue or flash-freeze your ass.

Boomi nudged the controls, making a few sharp corrections to their approach vector. The alarms that had been bleating like dying goats finally went silent, and the beacon AI’s smug little warnings cut out mid-sentence, as if disappointed it wouldn’t get to say ‘I told you so’.

“Super-terrific job! Approach vectors locked in,” the ship’s AI chirped.

The planet's single starport was at the equator on the narrow band of the shadowy, habitable terminator line. Sensing they were no longer about to tear apart in the planet's murderous magnetic fields, the starport ground beacon hailed them.

“Welcome to Cerv-9, the galaxy’s most charming hidden gem! Experience breathtaking eternal sunsets, world-famous artisanal dust, and a thriving goat-based economy you won’t find anywhere else. Discover unbeatable deals at our duty-free shop… now featuring a generous 10% discount on our award-winning space lice shampoo! Make Cerv-9 your next unforgettable adventure, where every moment is a postcard-worthy memory!”

The ship’s AI spoke up, brimming with cheer. “Maybe you'd like to hear what Stannich Vor's Little Blue Book of Interstellar Travelling has to say about Cerv-9?”

“It has an entry?” Pandy said in disbelief.

“It sure does!” the ship’s AI said like it had been waiting for this moment all day. “According to Stannich Vor’s Little Blue Book of Interstellar Travelling – the trusted guide for tourists who hate themselves – Cerv-9: certified as a Class 4 necroplanet! Thinking of relocating? Come for the unbeatable property values – stay because you’ve been flambéed on the day side or flash-frozen on the night side! The equatorial region boasts just enough industry to keep eight fabulously wealthy rail barons in solid-gold bidets while everyone else fights over dirt sandwiches. Seeking adventure? The quaint polar regions offer thrilling opportunities to be abducted by charming primitive locals, gnawed on by mega-hyenas, or – if the stars align – both! Cerv-9: where death, taxes, and disappointment are guaranteed, but hey, the sunsets make great selfies. Book today… non-refundable deposits only, because you’re definitely not coming back!”

“Uhhhh, are we sure about this...” Pandy said.

Boomi gave her a smug grin. “You can always stay on the ship while we go explore!”

While the cat-girl fumed, Boomi flipped on the comms. “Copy tower, starting landing approach now,” she said calmly, as if they weren’t plummeting toward a dirt patch masquerading as a landing strip that could handle an interstellar spaceship.

The sun dropped behind the planet as they descended with the aerodynamics of beer can lobbed off a bridge, straight into the weird half-light of Cerv-9’s eternal sunset zone. One side of the sky still blazed like a tanning bed left on high, the other a chilly darkness. Below, the collected twinkle of a small city came into view until the lights formed a grid of streets lined with lights and vehicles. They buzzed across the sky until they started a ‘glide’ path towards the edge of town. The ‘spaceport’ beacon lights ringed big, flat dirt lots. A few prefab outbuildings. A freight yard stacked with enough shipping containers to play Jenga with planetary economies.

Boomi might have had a wild hand while they flew but the ship’s struts hit dirt with a soft kiss, kicking up a cloud of reddish dust that blew past the cockpit windows.

Stimpt leaned against the bulkhead, arms crossed. “Eh. Not bad. Could’ve been smoother.”

Boomi antennae flicked at him. “Still upright, aren’t we?”

When the dust settled, they all took a moment to look out the cockpit window into the twilight. The ‘starport’ was a dozen duracrete landing pads, three of which were already occupied by dinged-up cargo freighters. Aside from a couple of cheap warehouses, and the mountain of standard shipping cargo containers, the control tower and administrative building looked new-ish. Simple, duracrete slab architecture with plain lettering like a it had been built in soviet-era Kazakhstan.

In a few minutes they'd gathered by the airlock with their day-packs and the loading ramp hissed open. Dusty air rolled in, dry and gritty. For an alien planet, it smelled exactly like every small-town gas station parking lot back home. A series of rail lines dead-ended by the edge of the field, a massive mobile crane covered in worklights slowly lifting a cargo container from the back of a flatbed to add to the stack.

Grant stepped down first, boots crunching on alien dirt.

He stopped for a second, staring at the horizon. The light looked wrong… like permanent sunset, reddish-gold and too low, casting long jagged shadows that made every rock and structure look meaner than it was. It wasn’t day or night, just that eerie in-between glow that told him he was standing on a world that never turned its face to the sun.

“First alien planet I’ve ever set foot on,” he muttered. “Y'know until now it never really kicked in... I'm in an alien galaxy, light years from home... on an actual alien-fucking-planet.”

Boomi paused to pat him on the arm. “It can be overwhelming,” she said kindly. “Knowing there are hundreds or thousands of civilizations out there... and how far you are from home.”

Grant gave her a grateful look. The only slice of home he needed that moment was standing next to him. “I just kinda figured it’d feel...”

“Less like a shithole?” Stimpt finished his sentence, trudging down behind them. He looked around with a face like he’d just stepped in horse shit. “Yeah, she’s a real wonder. I'm in awe of the backwater garbage heap.”

He set off towards the starport building. “We should get moving to the train station... Faster we grab a ticket to the north pole, faster I get off this dirtball.”

But neither of them were prepared for Pandy's reaction. The empathicore bounded onto the planet surface and the camera drones zipped past fast enough to make bulletholes.

“Ohmistars, guys!” Pandy squealed, at the floating coin-sized recorders, capturing every ounce of her excitement in high-def. “This is, like, the most AMAZING MOMENT in this planet's history! I cannot believe that it's on me to bring word of the outside world to this noble, ignorant civilization. Hashtag First Contact, Hashtag Space Life Goals!” She struck a pose, one leg cocked, skirt riding up just enough to give Grant a clear view of her neon thong.

They crossed the baked duracrete landing pad to the admin building and as the doors opened the Immigration and Customs AI crackled to life with the plain image of a uniformed hyumin that Grant assumed was native to the planet. He had bright orange skin, blue hair and very small ears. The military uniform epaulets seemed to hang off his slight shoulders.

“Welcome interstellar visitors to Cerv-9 Starport! Please enjoy our world-famous facilities, including one vending machine, zero working bathrooms, and a complimentary risk of canopus plague! By listening to this announcement you consent to all legal liability of setting foot on a class-4 necroplanet. Your safety is NOT our priority... Cerv-9 Space Services Syndicate thanks you for your patronage!”

Grant shook his head, grinning despite himself. Finally, some place that felt a bit more like Earth.

***

By the time the Nevermind reached Cerv-9, Grant figured he’d already learned more about Stimpt than anyone ever should. The guy was a prospector who spent most of his life alone in deep space and had zero social skills. Rambled endlessly unless you forced him to shut up.

Stimpt had been poking around the systems in the old Leviathan Colonial area of space for months doing geological surveys and happened on Cerv-9. He picked up some weird but promising mineral readings near the north pole before the magnetic fields forced him to move out of range, and – because landing there is a great way to turn a spaceship into a lawn dart – had to set down at the equatorial spaceport and use the surface transport to do a manual survey from the ground.

According to Stimpt, it was somewhere up there he’d stumbled onto a spooky temple ruin and recorded the locals doing an empathicore performance. He'd sold it to pay a drinking debt at Slagport and from there it had ended up in Pandy's hands eventually, sparking this entire job.

After hearing the story, Pandy had insisted the job wasn’t over until Grant got her to that temple. He’d done his best to argue the contract had been completed, but when she’d threatened to refuse sign-off on the bonus he’d had no other choice.

From the autofactory Boomi had piloted them into the Cerv system like a pro, headset on, antennae twitching as she worked the controls in her tank top that really wasn’t a recipe for Grant to focus. Pandy would have complained but she was too busy recording and editing B-roll into the little coin-sized recorders. Too busy going on about how brave she was to try and accuse Boomi of stealing her boyfriend, so that was something.

For the first day anyway...

After that Grant’s sex life took a hit as Pandy decided she was way too shy to fool around with him while Stimpt was bunking in the same crew quarters. But she wasn’t too shy to keep one suspicious eye on Boomi, making sure the hoplite didn’t get any alone time with him. The epic amount of cockblockery was making him surly. One morning he almost caused a hull breach throwing a coffee can against the wall when it wouldn't open the first three tries.

Stimpt had also filled them in on what he knew about Cerv-9’s history while they travelled.

It had been settled a thousand years ago – give or take – by a generation ship full of frozen colonists who had never made it to their intended planet and been resettled to the only available planet nobody else wanted. They thawed out there, developed the planet and hadn't done too badly, but since they hadn’t evolved on a necroplanet, they didn’t have any of the adaptations to really prosper on Cerv-9.

In other words, they were nearly as much a bunch of paper targets as every other alien Grant had met so far. He didn’t figure they’d be much threat.

The primary reason Cerv-9 was rated a Class-4 necroplanet was it didn’t spin. The official term was ‘tidally locked’. Unlike Earth, the half of the planet that faced the sun was an oven, the other half an icebox. The entire population lived on the narrow terminator strip of twilight between instant barbecue and deep freeze that was about 200 kilometers wide. Fun vacation spot. 

Add to that the planet had some wicked deadly strong magnetic field anomalies at the poles that both covered nearly half the planet and there were only two real landing options, both at the equator, right where the day/night border crossed. Everywhere else was instant death. Technology and civilization on the planet was somewhere around the 1900s as far as he could tell. The local's greatest achievement was a single maglev rail path that circled the whole planet. Eight lines crammed next to each other, run by eight competing rail barons who all got rich screwing people equally. Typical.

So Grant put together the plan that would get him to his bonus over the shortest distance. Following Stimpt’s previous route, they’d land at the only safe dirt patch on the equator, grab a train, and ride it north until they hit temple country near the north pole, then head overland the rest of the way.

Pandy was jazzed, thinking the prize was already in her hand, but Grant had learned to be a lot more suspicious. Something was bound to happen. Whole lotta room for trouble when you had to cross half a planet.

***

Grant was in a bad mood.

They’d hassled him at the starport when customs and immigration caught sight of Aubrey. Freaked out about invasive alien species. They claimed there had been problems recently with offworlders and an incident that had resulted in a few people dead and one cargo handler whose nickname would be ‘lefty’ for the rest of his life. But Grant knew a shakedown when he saw one. Had to bribe the guy to get out of the customs office.

Brightlight, the dusty city near the starport, reminded Grant of northern Mexico: sleepy, arid, and smelling faintly like engine fumes, garbage, and dust. The low stone buildings were crammed together, with the occasional modern brick tower poking up like someone had dropped an office block in the wrong neighborhood. The orange-skinned locals gave the crew curious looks as they passed. Must not have many offworlders.

Looking out over the city from the train station, Grant just kept thinking about how far away he was from a decent bed with a decent girl in it.

The station itself was modern enough. Looked like someone had stapled together a market in Calcutta, a junkyard, and a suburban mall. Slender orange cervians packed shoulder to shoulder. Since the entire population had to fit on a narrow ring of the planet’s surface, the place had a real estate shortage that would make Manhattan look roomy. Faded signs from the eight rail lines promised luxury travel while the loudspeaker blared.

“Welcome to Cerv-9 Ring-Rail. We remind you delays build character, baggage losses encourage minimalism, and tickets ensure you learn the value of non-refundable choices. As of last week refunds are prohibited under Sub-Clause 14 of the Passenger Disappointment Act. The Ring-Rail Consortium thanks you for your compliance. Enjoy your stay in the terminal.”

Grant, Boomi, Pandy, and Stimpt lined up at the ticket counter, flanked by Pandy’s floating recorders. She made sure to pose just right every time one drifted near, chest pushed out and skirt hiked a little higher.

“Glitterlings! Live from the rustic frontier experience!” she trilled, batting her lashes in front of the rail signage. “Authenticity level: barnyard realness. Hashtag frontier glam, hashtag space pioneer princess, hashtag definitely screaming inside.”

Grant stared at the fare display and patted Bree on the head. She’d been shifting nervously on his shoulder ever since entering the crowds. The bullet train – sleek, fast, and shiny – had a ticket price that made his stomach drop. “We could sell a kidney and still come up short,” he muttered.

Stimpt just grunted and pointed at one of the economy options. “We take the milk run. Be there in two-three days, tops.”

So, they bought the cheap tickets. Unlike everything in the prison ship or on Slagport, there were few-to-none automated services. Everything still had people behind a counter. The cashier handed them the tickets with a bored monotone: “Congratulations, economy-class travelers... Enjoy our award-winning hard benches and minimal legroom. Upgrades unavailable. Enjoy your trip with Ring-Rail, the best trip you can get... for this price.”

Pandy took some selfie footage with the confused ticket clerk.

Grant was elbowing through the crowd to find their car on the packed platform when he noticed Pandy had stopped and got a weird look on her face. Nose up, like she was trying to smell something. She turned and stared.

Grant followed her gaze. One figure other than them stood out on the platform. A small, pale guy in a breather helment mask with a reflective mirror surface. The clothes were local but the skin and technology said he was an offworlder. He lingered just long enough for Pandy to stiffen, her tail twitching, then the crowd closed in and the next moment he was gone.

“What?” Grant asked.

“Not sure...” the cat-girl said. “Getting some serious stalker vibes off that guy's aura...” Then her expression brightened. “You know what this means? Obsessed fans!” She gave the drones a wide-eyed look and whispered, “I’ve totally got a superfan, stalking me guys! I can feel it.”

Grant was pretty sure the guy wasn't there for an autograph, but hell, would make about as much sense as the rest of the fucked-up galaxy.

Grant rolled his eyes. “Yeah... Bet he’s got a basement full of Pandy merch and a life-size fur-suit made out of hair you shed.”

Now it puts the lotion in the basket...

Pandy turned to him, eyes wide with excitement. “You really think? I mean... I knew I was headed for the big leagues, but... so fast?”

Grant left her with Stimpt and explored the rest of the station.

Every stall was shouting louder than the last, hawkers waving their wares. One stand sold knockoff pocket watches with glowing alien numerals that refused to tick in sequence. Next to it, a kid fried skewers of something that looked like shrimp until one twitched and tried to crawl off the stick. A table of hand-sewn shirts displayed patterns that shimmered between colors like the fabric was arguing with itself. An old woman hammered together nutcrackers and tiny grinders, used for the preparation and consumption of some sort of local nut that seemed to be the equivalent of chewing tobacco.

The smell of fried starch, grease, and meat was making his mouth water.

Someone tried to sell him a jar of pickled goat eyes, swearing they were a delicacy. There were quartz-crystal good luck charms and curved, hand-forged knives. Wool hats and mittens, small reed baskets of boxed lunches and machine-printed and manufactured cardboard boxes of cheap combs, penny postcards, pocket-sized almanacs, folding knives, fountain pens, leather wallets, and some kind of paper-wrapped candy with suspicious alien dyes. He picked up a few items for the trip with cash they’d hastily converted at the starport money exchange and stuffed them in his haversack.

Shopping done, Grant shoved his hands deeper into his jacket pockets, unable to keep from smiling. He couldn't help but appreciate the marketplace vibe: loud, dirty, and alive. Kindof like how he might have imagined New York might have been a hundred years ago.

When the train finally rumbled up to the platform it was impressively massive.

It had an engine up front, pulled a series of cars, but after that the similarity to an Erath train ended. First, it floated above the tracks on a magnetic field. Second, it was easily thirty feet tall, and twice as wide as a train back on earth. It looked more armored tank or submarine than anything Grant had ever seen on Earth. Goddam impressive whatever way you cut it.

Spotting Pandy shooting more ‘local color’ footage in the crowd his mood soured. He’d run out of hard liquor that morning, which had been the only thing making Pandy even remotely tolerable.

Grant rounded up Boomi and Bree, and they boarded and fought through the crowds to their compartment. Bare wooden seats and an overhead rack. As they waited for the train to depart Boomi handed him a cloth bag with something heavy in it.

“Got you something,” she beamed.

Like some kind of red-eyed angel in a tank top, she'd picked up a bottle she’d scrounged from the trainyard bazaar. A local “medicinal” distillation with a label printed in ornate swirls:

Madame Blondo’s Marvelous Elixir of Life!

Guaranteed to cure gout, nightside aches, melancholia, heartbreak, baldness, consumption, demonic possession, tax debt, and the occasional inconvenient spouse!

Ingredients: Refined bog water, powdered moonroot, star fungus, three kinds of pepper, extract of dubious origin, and a generous helping of Madame Blondo’s “mystery essence”

Directions: Drink liberally until symptoms vanish or you cease to care.

In microscopic print at the very bottom: Contains 50-proof alcohol. Results may vary. No refunds!

He cracked the lid and took a whiff. Smelled like paint thinner. Grant took a swig and decided Boomi might just be the kindest woman alive.

“You're a life-saver,” he sighed.

At that moment Pandy stomped into the car, banging her wheeled suitcase on the doorframe. “Thanks for helping me with my luggage!” she snapped and wrestled it into the overhead.

“Told you to travel lighter,” Grant said.

They got moving, picking up speed until it was hauling across the landscape at an impressive speed. The conductor said nearly 200 klicks per hour. He didn't actually say that but Grant’s micronaut translators give it to him in numbers and time increments he could understand.

Even at that speed express trains screamed past them like they were standing still, a blur of steel and noise so close that it made Grant’s hair stand on end. Still... even the sleeper car on the mail-run train was fast. They'd reach the north pole in only two days. 

Not that the planet referred to things in terms of 'days' either. The permanent twilight never changed. The locals used the 'moon' as the basic measurement. Cerv-9 had two moons; one orbited in around eight hours and they called that amount of time a 'moon'. The other took about ten days, or 30 'moons' which they called a 'redeye' probably because that moon was a pink color. 

The “fine dining” that came with their tickets in the sleeper car was served once per moon. Fine dining meaning chewy goat meat, flatbread that doubled as insulation, and beer so weak Grant considered it an insult.

Boomi had somehow acquired two meal trays and was devouring both at once like a woman possessed. One hand shoveled spiced grain and curried vegetables, the other crammed hunks of roast goat into her mouth with frightening efficiency. Grease slicked her lips, and bones were piling up like she was building a tiny log cabin.

Pandy wrinkled her nose, muttering loud enough for the drones to catch it. “No wonder you’re getting fat.”

Boomi ignored her, snatched Pandy’s half-finished meal, and started in on that too. Pandy yelped, flounced from the car in a huff, tail swishing outrage.

Grant stared at the carnage of empty trays. “You, uh... know that's goat meat, right?” he said carefully.

Boomi looked down at the stripped bones, pausing mid-lick of her greasy fingers. Her brow furrowed. “Huh.”

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “This is your fault.”

“My fault?”

“Yes! Your nine half-Dirt babies are making me crave meat protein.”

Grant opened his mouth, regretting it instantly. Boomi leaned closer, eyes glinting. “And there’s another Dirt protein I’ve been craving, too.”

Grant didn’t want to spark another fight between the two girls.

“Want some of my dinner?” he asked, changing the subject.

Tourists were rare, so they drew stares everywhere they went on the train. The locals were curious and friendly, especially toward Pandy. Her empath powers pulled attention like a magnet, and she lapped it up for her drones, breaking the fourth wall with wide-eyed influencer energy. “Viewers, they LOVE me here!” she whispered to a recorder, winking. “Hashtag star power. Hashtag alien icon.”

Grant just tried to ignore her and drink his paint-thinner whiskey while Boomi patted her full stomach with Bree curled up asleep in her lap.

It was later that night he found Boomi next to him. The train car had gone quiet, the sway of the cars rocking everyone into uneasy sleep. Stimpt snored like a dying generator, Pandy curled in her blanket with one arm thrown over her eyes. In the dim glow of the single flickering overhead, Grant felt Boomi slide under his arm and curl against his side beneath their shared blanket.

She tilted her face up to him, eyes soft, lips already finding his. In moments they were making out like teenagers, days of absence poured into seconds. Her hand moved lower, fumbling with his belt, while his fingers slid between the curves of her thighs. Found the seat of her pants soaking wet. Teased higher until her breath caught. She bit down on a moan, and he stuffed a scarf gently against her lips, muffling the desperate noises as he fingered her to a shaking orgasm.

Every touch was frantic, needy. He realized that she missed him as fiercely as he had missed her. She was stroking his cock rock hard under the blanket and just as he was about to shoot it everywhere, she vanished under the blanket.

Damn... how long had it been since she'd swallowed? According to Chex, she physically craved the enzymes in his baby-juice. Grant might have been horny, but Boomi's pregnancy must've made it a near torture to go without.

When she resurfaced, licking her lips with a satisfied grin, she tried to go back to her side of the compartment, but he pulled her back until she nestled against him.

“Pandy might wake up,” she whispered.

“Fuck her. I want to fall sleep with you.”

She smiled and, sighing with utter contentment, settled against him to close her eyes, antennae glowing pink with happiness as the train sped on into the dark.

***

Grant got restless after the first day on the train. He wandered out of the sleeper car, leaving Pandy behind to ham it up for her floating recorders, narrating every boring detail for her blerpisode. “Darlings, check out this beverage. They say it's tea but its not green... it's brown! What a weird true frontier pioneer!” she gushed.

The next car was business class… uptight locals in pressed outfits, either not making eye contact or glaring at Grant like he’d just tracked mud across their spotless carpet. Local fashion involved a lot of ponchos and vests but the cut and quality of their clothes told him these folks had money.

He was still making his way through the car when Boomi caught up to him. Grinning. She took his hand, and they went exploring.

They found the cheap cars… steerage on wheels.

People played music, gambled, cooked questionable food on portable hotplates, and drank booze so weak it barely counted as alcohol. And Grant felt a lot more like home. Nobody gave him the side-eye, just a few curious looks. One old-timer struck up a conversation and that was all it took to break the ice. Well… that and when Grant pulled out his bottle of Madame Blondo's Elixir and offered swigs around. The locals laughed at the burn and welcomed him like an old friend. Even Boomi got dragged into a dice game, her tank top getting way too much attention from a group of tipsy young guys before a pack of young girls chased them away and they started talking about girl stuff – touching Boomi’s rounded belly – which Grant did his best to ignore.

The steerage car of the car was steamy with boiling stew pots of goat meat and root paste. There was a cloying overly-sweet smell of fruit pods being passed around, and a granny had a small brick of incense smoldering in a metal container shaped like a goat so the smoke came out of its nose. Grant sat on a threadbare cushion wedged between a dice game and a wiry, orange-skinned grandmother wrapped in ten layers of patterned shawls. Her blue hair was sculpted into looping ridges held together by some sort of resin, and she kept patting his thigh with leathery fingers, murmuring praise in a language the translator micronauts seemed to have a hard time understanding. He got about half of what she said, which seemed to be stories about her sons from decades ago.

One of the younger crowd said she was from far up north, and they had a different dialect up there.

His eyes kept straying to Boomi, glowing smug in the adoration of half a dozen local women who’d immediately clocked her as pregnant and had not stopped gushing since. They were small, fine-boned, their eyes ringed with glittery dark powder, and wore patchwork sashes like medals of social honor. One had a baby in a chest sling; another passed out pieces of spiced root candy.

“Nine?” one gasped in musical disbelief.

“Half-Dirt babies,” Boomi confirmed, resting both hands on her belly.

Another leaned in, her voice conspiratorial. “And you say it’s how big?”

Boomi held up both hands, nearly elbow-width apart.

Grant choked on his cup of lukewarm broth. Sudden realization what they were discussing.

The women erupted in giggles. The granny beside him snorted approvingly. Three of them started giggling jokes about the size of their husband’s unit not measuring up to Grant’s. To his horror he heard Boomi speak loudly.

“Oh, why not borrow him for a bit? But… better make it three at a time or you won’t be able to keep up. Don’t be shy, he’s strong, clean, and comes highly recommended… by me!”

Grant blinked, still not quite processing what Boomi had just said in front of half the steerage car.

“Wait, hold on – you what now?”

Boomi beamed, hand resting on the curve of her belly, addressing the crowd of wide-eyed, tangerine-skinned local gals like a proud chef offering samples at a mall kiosk. “Trust me, he’s potent enough,” she said, gesturing at Grant. “And I’m happy to share!”

Grant laughed nervously, already lifting a hand. “Okay, funny joke! Ha-ha! She’s got jokes! Hilarious sense of humor. Definitely not an open invite—”

But the women were all happily chatting and arguing amongst themselves until three young women pushed forward, eyes twinkling with curiosity. They were wrapped in patterned shawls and bangled skirts, all smiles and sharp cheekbones, blue hair swaying as they looked him over like a dessert cart.

“We accept!”

“Whoa now… I’m flattered; I really am! But I think this might be some misunderstanding.”

“He is not very assertive,” one of them said to Boomi, tilting her head. “Are all Dirt-men so modest?”

“Modest? Me? Fuck no,” he turned to Boomi. “Wait, what the hell is happening?”

Boomi tugged him aside by the collar, antennae crossed sternly. “Don’t embarrass me. If you don’t show them they’ll think I made it up!”

“So?”

“Honestly… Just... do your thing. Be the ambassador of Dirt virility.”

“Ambassador of…” Grant groaned, rubbing his eyes. “Boomi, this is not diplomacy.”

She shoved him gently toward the women who eagerly wrapped their hands around his arms and dragged him towards a curtained off area of the car while the rest of the crowd cheered and laughed.

“Boomi!” he snapped. But seeing the pleased look on her face he sighed and stopped trying to figure out weird social practices of alien hyumins.

Welp… if you have to do a job, you might as well do it right…

The area beyond the curtain was cramped, pillows and blankets laid out and hung with embroidered fabric and thick with incense. Grant barely had time to unbutton his shirt before the trio had kicked off their shoes and let their skirts and ponchos fall in a rustle of wool cloth.

Each woman was built differently… one tall and angular, one soft and plush, one compact as a gymnast. But all shared that same alien elegance. And when they peeled back their underwraps to the orange skin, Grant paused.

“Huh,” he said, blinking. “That's... new.”

Their lady-parts all looked compatible enough but one after another they seemed to swell and unfold, like a time-lapse photography of a rose blooming.

“Scared, Dirt-man?”

“I’ve… never seen anything quite like it,” he said honestly.

The small one grinned. “We have more nerve clusters. Makes it easier to find joy.”

“Neat.”

They were all smiles until his boxers hit the floor. Then came the silence.

“...Is that normal for Dirt-men?”

“Made in America,” Grant deadpanned.

They seemed… disappointed.

“It’s barely larger than normal,” the small one whispered to the tall one.

“Perhaps Boomi is very tiny… down there…” the stacked one said. “She is quite small.”

Grant was starting to see the problem. He chuckled. “On Earth we have a mating custom called ‘making out’. I won’t be ready until we do that first.”

At first the three of them giggled and joked to each other while he took turns kissing them and teasing their nipples. But that all changed when he started fingering their rose bushes. Apparently, locals weren’t much for foreplay. In moments they went from laughing to moaning.

That’s when the tall one noticed he was getting hard. She alerted her friends and they all seemed pleasantly shocked about his state. That went from pleased to amazed and finally all the way to alarmed by the time he was rock hard and ready to go.

What followed was less diplomatic summit and more carnival ride: fast, breathless, occasionally upside-down. They were curious, enthusiastic, and happy when Grant remembered how to improvise under pressure. The small one couldn’t even fit him at first and passed out from too much stimulation halfway through. The skinny one did her best and made it to the finish line. But it was the voluptuous one who took it like a champ. Their flowers had a unique way of literally sucking him in and he ended a very happy man.

Eventually, the tall one sprawled across the embroidered cushions, giving the occasional pleased sigh. The small one had starfished out, trembling uncontrollably. The curvy one fanned herself and sighed, “I needed that.”

Grant lay there, half-buried, half-stunned, and utterly convinced this planet's hospitality program deserved five stars. He realized half the train car was peeking around the curtains, in awe, including a smiling Boomi.

Dignity recovered, Grant accepted the pats on the back and good-natured compliments.

“Hate to be the guys who have to follow that act,” Grant said, getting back to the dice game.

A squat man in a sleeveless thermal vest with too many knives strapped to his chest muttered just loud enough to be heard. “Show-off. Thinks his seed’s gold.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “Nope. Just high-octane.”

The guy stood, flexing. “You trying to act superior?”

“Dude,” Grant said, tilting his head. “I’m literally just sitting here letting strangers talk about my junk.”

The guy lunged, blade drawn.

Grant didn’t flinch. The knife struck his concealed undersuit, stopped dead, snapped, and the guy reeled, fingers cramping around the broken hilt.

Grant stood slowly. “You done?”

The guy punched him in the ribs. Bad idea. There was a crunch… not from Grant.

The granny whacked the guy’s shin with her cane. “Fool! We got real men visiting and you pick a fight?”

Laughter and cheering followed as the crowd pushed the would-be tough guy backwards down the aisle. Someone threw a half-eaten fruit at him. Another beaned him with an empty thermos.

The mood flipped. Now everyone was trying to give Grant gifts. Hot mugs of broth, mittens, candy. Boomi settled into the bench beside him and leaned into him, smug as ever.

They started to hear the locals talking about ‘chasing the serpent’.

They went on about what a treat it would be for Grant and Boomi if they'd never experienced it before. Turned out the rail line had to swing way off course to avoid some monster mountain ranges on this part of the planet, first veering deep into the day zone where the sun baked everything like a giant broiler. For a good half hour, the train ran under a blazing sky, metal groaning as heat shimmered off the rails. Then it curved back the other way again.

They travelled through a narrow valley, and Grant noticed all eight of the rail lines converged together, bottlenecked in this one mountain pass. After maybe an hour of crossing the terminator, the rail swung out again and this time they plunged into the night zone – a frozen wasteland of ice cliffs and black sky filled with stars.

Boomi curled under his arm. “Kinda romantic, huh?” she said, grinning.

Grant pulled her close, arm around her waist. They sat together, watching the scenery shift from fire to frost, cuddled up while the train thundered on.

Later that moon cycle, Grant found himself playing cards with some locals using a complimentary pack of Space Y branded cards from a welcome kit he’d looted when he packed. They seemed fascinated by the concept and after starting them out on kids’ games like crazy eights and old maid he tried to teach them poker. They weren’t very interested but took to Gin Rummy like gambling addicts. The trio of pretty girls kept bringing him snacks and tea, giggling at his accent and laughing at every joke.

That’s when Pandy showed up, recorders hovering like angry hornets.

“Garnt!” she snapped. “Is this where you've been?”

She bared her fangs and hissed at the girls and for a moment Grant felt the full weight of her empathic projection sending a hissy-fit of fear and panic at them. The girls’ smiles died like someone flipped a switch and they ran sobbing.

Grant glared. “Really? Nice... way to embarrass me in front of my new friends...”

Pandy crossed her arms. “What? You were clearly about to get into trouble. I put up with Boomi since she is so kind, but now you want more women?”

Grant stood up and Pandy got a smug look.

“About time you came back to the cabin!”

“One moment guys,” Grant said to the other players.

He grabbed Pandy by the scruff and lifted her off the deck. Carried her squirming and hissing to the cargo compartment at the back of the car and tossed her in, locking the door by bending the latch by hand.

“Sorry bout that... whose deal was it?” Grant apologized, returning to the game.

***

By the time the train rattled past a dozen settlements, Grant figured they’d officially left civilization behind. Each stop got a little less developed; smaller amounts of land taken up by manmade structures, fewer tall buildings, more patched roofs. Place names changed from things like ‘Ashglass Flats’ and ‘Highwind Junction’ to ‘Brimvale Outpost’ or ‘Frostmarch Station’. Away from the equator it was getting colder and the plants that had evolved to live in such low light conditions got smaller and sparser. He was shocked to see the native hyumins had settled even this far north. The fields of crops outside the windows where it was warmer and had enough sunlight for agriculture gave way to greenhouses. Further north than that he spotted nomadic goat herders on things that looked a bit like horses but with three toes like a zebra and stumpy horns. He immediately decided they should be called ‘zorses’.

Two days later, they rolled into the final destination of Stormreach Bluff – the last real city before the polar wilderness.

Pandy had refused to speak to him after the cargo car incident, which suited him just fine, but now that it was time to disembark on the next leg of the journey, he knew they’d be forced to deal with each other. Fifteen minutes out, as the conductors warned everyone to pack up, Grant approached the cat where she was shaking out her winter coat. She shifted to give him her back.

“Here,” he threw a backpack with a wooden frame beside her impractical suitcase.

“Did you get this from one of your local sluts?” she sniffed.

He had, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. “I picked it up for you at our last stop.” There’d been a three-hour delay at Frostmarch Station and the chilly indoor bazaar inside the cavernous train station had plenty of gear for the northern reaches. “You’re gonna need a better way to carry your stuff.”

“Hmmmph.”

He threw the poncho down on top of the pack. It was quilted and winter-weight. Embroidered with small pink flowers. “I remember how cold you got on Frigidaire.”

This was something he actually had picked up at the bazaar.

When she didn’t say anything, he turned to leave and the girl suddenly spun around, launching herself at him. Rubbing her face against his chest and purring. “I knew you wanted to apologise and were just too stupid to know how,” she sighed blissfully. Then her cat eyes met his. “Quick! Perform your unsheathed sexual predations on my lithe body’s sensitive orifices!”

“Uh, well… that’s sweet, Pandy but we’re almost there…” he tried to find an excuse.

“I’ll let you pull my tail,” she whispered in his ear, nipping his earlobe.

Ah shit… he could be fast…

They slammed into each against the big steel refrigerator unit in the empty kitchen area of the dining car. The cat-girl panting and moaning between kisses. Grant picked her up and dropped her on the prep-table, scattering vegetables, a cutting knife and a bowl that clattered to the floor. In moment he had her pants off and his unzipped.

“Hurry up and put that huge monster in me!” she moaned.

The prep table creaked beneath them as he slammed into her. Swaying and threatening to break with every balls-deep collision. More pots clattered off a rack with a clanging neither of them noticed.

Pandy’s apology didn’t come in words. It came in the way she surrendered to him, gripping her toes and spreading her legs. Submissive and desperate. Grant believed in positive reinforcement… he stroked inside her until she came.

The loss of control over her powers gushed out of Pandy as she spurted warm around his cock. No words… no images… just feelings. A distant sadness… a numb loneliness… and more strongly than either, a flicker of hope through the numb static of her life.

Grant almost lost his rhythm. Shit… there was no such thing as casual sex with this girl. She came with a whole cargo compartment of baggage. All he wanted to do was bang out his frustrations and here she was making him feel for her…

Dammit… are you starting to like her?

“Don’t worry. We’ll get you to your temple… get you what you’re looking for,” he told her. “I promise.”

She seemed confused at first. Then her lip quivered, and her walls cracked. Not all the way. But enough. The emotion hit him in return… relief. It him like a chest-high wave on the beach.

And she started thrusting back against him. Twisting her lithe feline body. Until the only thing either of them could feel was the feedback loop of horniness. Her shivering ecstasy sparked him to slide into her harder and faster, which made her start to come more, which hit him harder. Until in moments they were coming together… literally. Every groan, every gasp sent another wave through the psychic connection until he weren’t sure whose orgasm belonged to who. It fed back and forth. Wrecking him.

When it was over, they were still wrapped together, breathless, clinging. The psychic thread between them buzzed low and steady, warm like a space heater on a cold deck.

“Don’t say anything,” she whispered against his throat.

“Like what?”

“Shhh!” she hissed. Then: “I’m sorry.”

As it turned out, they were the last ones off the train as the conductors were retracting the passenger steps readying to depart. Grant had to pick up Pandy and all their gear and jump off the train onto the station platform, nearly skidding to a fall on the icy surface. Pandy giggled, still with a glazed look of satisfaction in her eyes and nuzzled his neck before turning to the drones.

“We’ve arrived, darlings! Frostbite City, population us! And more importantly I am back in the arms of my strong, silent, smolder-core boyfriend! Love is restored, my lashes are intact, and this emotional climax is sponsored by HeartGlo™ Mood Mascara! Because even in sub-zero heartbreak, your glam should never flake! Hashtag thawed by love, hashtag princess carry, hashtag destiny is a duet!”

The train line platform at this station was duracrete and sunk below the surface. They had to climb stairs onto a covered platform like a bridge that spanned all eight rail lines and as soon as they reached the surface the temperature dropped another ten degrees as the howling wind blasted dust and snow against the small windows in the brick structure.

Stormreach Bluff looked like a wild west boomtown slammed into an Antarctic base camp: big cargo yards, repair shops, expedition outfitters, and research offices all crammed together. Between whiny local music that sounded a bit like out-of-tune violins, the loudspeakers cheerfully blared ads for rail insurance, frostbite cream, and “premium survival packages” from a half-dozen local storefronts. They debarked and, bundled in their winter coats and gloves, made their way across town down the main strip.

Grant looked down the dull grey street under the permanent twilight… even darker under the snowclouds. A half-dozen boxy and primitive wheeled cars with chains for tires chugging along and more of those zorses pulling sleds. As a kid he’d loved The Shooting of Dan McGrew or those Jack London books about the Yukon goldrush, so much so that after leaving home as a teenager he’d decided to drive there. He got as far as Minnesota before his crappy car broke down. Spent a winter working as a school bus driver and the reality of that lifeless, wet freezing cold soured him on the whole thing. Part of him loved the idea of Stormreach Bluff… like he was walking into the Malamute Saloon, and part of him was sick from the depressing permanent winter afternoons in Duluth, never seeing the sun.

Head in the game… You’re here for a job… not a vacation…

Stimpt seemed to know where he was going and even got a few waves from locals who recognised him from his last trip. He quickly brought them to the best hotel in town – a long, low brick and wood structure dug halfway down into the frozen ground.

The Plumtree Hotel common room was like something out of a movie. Long tables groaned under goat meat and cheap beer. The crowd was a tight packed stew of locals, pilgrims, wool merchants, and sunburned prospectors who looked like they'd been carved from the planet itself. Everyone was loud, drunk, or singing off-key. Many of the pilgrims wore ceremonial scarves and holy talismans, but most treated the sacred journey like a pub crawl with more incense.

Grant spotted a leathery old woman in the corner hand-feeding fuel-alcohol to a half-crushed mining bot that beeped like a dying microwave. She cackled when it burped smoke.

Grant tore into a rack of goat ribs while Pandy posed with a dainty cheese cube like she was live-streaming dinner for her drone fans. Boomi had bypassed utensils completely… she was gnawing a brazed goat leg in two hands like a barbarian in Valhalla.

The vegetarian seemed gone for good…

The menu offered three thrilling options: goat with cheese, cheese with goat, or goat drowned in more cheese. Meanwhile, a table of wealthy pilgrims flaunted their status with arctic turtle and crab, shells stacked like poker chips.

Pilgrims belted out hymns that sounded suspiciously like drinking songs, while the main recreation seemed to be gambling. Coins and dice clattering in smoky haze. From the raised platform near the hearth, a foot-pedal water organ squealed out a wheezing tune like a drunk accordion dying in slow motion. The sound competed with the crash of mugs, the slap of dice, and the clink of gold being thrown onto tables.

The outside door was designed like an airlock to keep in the warm air, but a gust of cold air knifed through the room as Stimpt stomped in from the street, Bree perched on his shoulder like a smug gargoyle, both dusted in snow.

Stimpt shuffled up to their table. “Can I get a mug of that?” he pointed at hot spiced tea and Pandy handed him some that he sipped gratefully. “We’ve got a problem,” he said, after downing several gulps.

Grant wiped grease off his chin. “That’s the house special. Go on.”

“The outfitter’s warehouse burned down last week. Suspicious fire. We might not be able to get the gear for the last leg of the trip to the temple.”

Pandy growled low in her throat. “There must be more!”

Stimpt nodded, warming his hands on the mug and grabbing some broiled goat. “There’s a secret auction for the salvaged stock,” he said, taking a bite.

Bree’s mandibles clicked, eyes glinting. ‘Not secret to me! I already peeked into three locals’ skulls. I know exactly where it is.’

“Finding it won’t be a problem,” Grant said. “The problem is, we’re broke.” Bree was powerful, but she couldn’t brain-hack a whole room full of bidders.

“You have to think of something!” Pandy snarled. “We’re so close!”

Grant’s gaze slid to the gamblers’ tables. Stacks of coins, dice tumbling, laughter sharp as knives. He cracked his knuckles, grinned, and stood.

“Yeah,” he said. “I think I know where we’re getting our travel budget.”

‘Ohhhh, that’ll be fun,’ Bree said, reading his thoughts.

***


Chapter 19    : Albino Hoplite in a Snowstorm

Grant ducked past the heavy curtain over the door with Bree perched on his shoulder. The haze inside the back room was thick enough to chew. The table went quiet. Five pairs of eyes turned toward him, each one trying to hide their surprise.

The bartender stepped forward, wiping his hands on a filthy towel. “Alright, players, we’ve got a fresh mark… uh, I mean contender. Don’t let the offworlder stink fool you… he’s got credit.”

“He any good?” one of the players asked. It was the local miner with her rundown robot.

The bartender gave a lazy wave before he left the way he cam in. “Plays mean.”

Grant flashed his most charming smile. “Evening, folks. Mind if a hot roller joins in?”

The miner barely turned her head, a bundle of wrinkles in a greasy parka. Standing behind her against the wall like a metal bodyguard, was a basically humanoid-shaped robot. From what he'd picked up the last few months on Slagport, robots were considered old-fashioned and a waste of time, which would explain finding one on a backwater like this. The barrel-shaped head turned three mismatched eyes on Grant and it vented something that probably shouldn’t have been vented.

Cute...

The player next to her looked like a guy who worked outdoors for a living. A few sheathed knives visible and the hilt of one of those 4-barrelled pistols the locals preferred. His coat was patched with leather. He had the lean, rangy build of someone who did cardio by chasing things that didn’t want to be caught. Grant pegged him immediately as the local equivalent of a cowboy. A goatboy. Probably rustled herds and shot bandits... or shot herds and rustled bandits. Hard to say.

The next player Grant understood with a glance. Rich businessman passing through. Wool merchant, probably. All fast talk and flash: layered scarves, too many rings, and a laugh like he’d already sold you something and you hadn’t noticed yet.

And then there was the azurian. The only other offworlder. Wearing a heated jumpsuit that looked a bit like a uniform. Clean, well-fed, stupid smile that said I’m too nice to be here. He gave Grant a polite nod and gestured to the empty seat beside him.

“Always room for one more,” the miner shrugged.

“Says who?” the goatboy asked. Real hard fuck.

“Certainly, friend!” the azurian beamed a white smile in the blue face. “I believe new blood stirs old luck.” Then to Grant: “I’m Timlan of the Azurian Deep Heritage Survey. We’re here researching a series of pre-unification ruins south of the Glacier Flats.”

Grant nodded like he hadn’t just stopped listening halfway through. He dumped out his satchel on the table. Coins clinked. Nuggets thudded. Cervian silk notes fanned out like a peacock. Two offworld credit sticks rolled among them.

“Buy-in enough?”

The cowboy grunted. The merchant whistled. The azurian blinked. Only the miner scowled.

“What’s with the pet?” she growled, jabbing a thumb at Bree.

Bree blinked her eight eyes innocently from his shoulder.

The wool merchant chuckled. “Now, now. Nobody minds your robot puffin’ exhaust like it’s got opinions. Let the man bring his critter.”

Grant shrugged and started stacking money. Bree stretched luxuriously and whispered in his mind.

'Their dice are standard. I can tip them easy. Just give me a signal.'

Grant smirked. “Lady Luck’s got claws tonight. Let’s play.”

The game was Calo's Run, played with dice. Seemed roughly 80% reading your fellow players, 10% luck, and 10% aggressively blaming the dice. Each round involved five dice, a shifting bet pool, and a secret dice throw hidden under a cup until bets were finished. One of the dice was colored and introduced wildcard rules like ‘reverse round’, ‘high pair match’, or ‘sacrifice the bet’. It was more complex than some of the notoriously bureaucratic port filing claim forms on Slagport and twice as infuriating.

Grant had learned the game in the steerage car of the train to Stormreach Bluff. Well... 'leaned' might have been a stretch. He lost continually and barely understood the rules and he may or may not have been drunk the entire time. He knew the basics: bluff often, bet weird, and never let anyone suspect you actually knew what you were doing.

He also had Bree. Which made this more of a tactical strike than a gamble.

The game spun out in laughter and tension, side bets placed, and drinks being poured – mostly the 1% fruit juice they thought was hard stuff. Grant made sure not to win too fast. He lost a few rounds on purpose, let the others taste victory, and then chipped away at their stacks like a smiling debt collector.

Timlan the azurian went first. His dice came up low and backwards, a cursed hand in Calo's Run. The wildcard die flip was the cruel kind: ‘Invert Highs to Lows’. Grant nudged Bree with a thought, and the dice altered slightly mid-roll. Nobody noticed.

Timlan stared at the results, crestfallen. “That was my expedition supply budget.”

“Tough break, Timmy,” Grant said.

The reality of gambling away his project funding was beginning to set in for the archeologist. “I’ll have to send a desperate plea to Central Archives for more emergency funding. They’re going to make me fill out the C-27 forms… I hate the C-27s.”

The cowboy jerked a sneer at the azurian. “Can’t stand the steamed dumplings, stay outta the soup pot.”

Next out was the wool merchant. Grant strung him along like a ball of yarn and froze him like wet mittens. The merchant's neat scarf grew more unraveled with every lost round until he was wiped out.

In the end, the rich southerner was still trying to understand how he'd lost a perfect hand of dice. “You distillery rat! tow-tier offworld grub-sheller! I’ll have you blacklisted in every trade outpost from here to Deadfall Station!”

“Neat,” Grant said. “Can you blacklist that robot from farting pure methane, too? That’d really help.”

The merchant stormed out.

The secret of course was Bree telekinetically loading the dice rolls, but it was impossible to detect.

“That seems like a good place to take a break, what you think?” Grant asked.

The game paused. The cowboy stretched his legs and dropped trou to take a piss in a bucket in the corner. The miner cracked her back and leaned on her elbows. Weathered eyes studying him.

“You need that gear bad, huh?” she eyed Grant.

Grant didn’t reply.

She snorted. “You figured out we're the ones gonna be doing most of the bidding, didn't you? That’s why you’re here.”

Grant said nothing.

She stood and scooped up the last of her money into a cloth bag. “Then I fold. I’ve got enough troubles without being part of whatever bad luck you’re bringing.”

Grant raised a brow. “That easy?”

“Not easy. Smart. You get to be my age you’ll figure it out too.” She turned to eye the pissing cowboy and then like she was warning Grant she spoke in a whisper. “Or maybe sooner if you aren't careful.”

The room cleared out until it was just Grant and the goatboy bandit.

They sat down opposite each other again. Grant’s glass had been mysteriously refilled. He took one sniff and snorted. The drink was practically jet fuel. Cut with fermented sugar root they used for fuel on this planet. The amount of alcohol would poison most local hyumins.

Grant downed it in one go. Slammed the glass down. “Thanks. I needed to clean the engine.”

The bandit scowled.

They rolled dice. The game twisted tighter, wilder. Bree nudged the results, imperceptibly. Grant kept pace, calling bluffs, throwing in silken bills, a gold nugget, and one of the offworld credit sticks.

He let the pot come down to one throw of the dice. Rolled without looking.

Perfect faces up.

The bandit slammed both hands on the table, nearly knocking over the collection of empty mugs and a half-eaten plate of something with horns. He swayed slightly, red-eyed and reeking of cheap fuel-rot liquor, hand hovering over a ragged sawtooth-edge blade strapped to one thigh.

“You cheating son of a—” His breath could've started a grease fire.

Grant raised an eyebrow. “Careful there.”

“Hand it over. All of it. Or I’ll take it off your corpse.” He threw open the hide-stitched coat exposing a bandolier of ammo and a cleared holster, the gun somehow materialized in his hand, four barrels twitching in little circles at Grant.

The goatboy wobbled a bit on his feet. Mean drunk enough to do something stupid. Grant tried not to flinch every time the barrels aimed at his head.

Then suddenly a scream from the common room. The pop-pop of gunfire and...

A goatboy exploded through the wall into the backroom like a hairy cannonball. He crumpled at their feet, nearly knocking the table over.

Through the fresh hole in the wall, Boomi stood with antennae bright red and twitching in anger. Glaring at the guy on the floor. Through the gap in the wall Grant spotted a couple more goatboys who lay moaning on the ground, chairs overturned, drinks spilled. At least one covered in scratch marks.

Pandy stood nearby like a furious mascot, tail lashing. The last two goatboys still on their feet dropped their guns and pissed themselves in terror as she turned on her psychic power, drowning them in their own fear.

Inside the back room, the bandit stared at the carnage. Grant got to his feet.

“Problem?” he asked Boomi.

“They were being rude!” she snarled.

The bandit switched his gaze between then, trying to understand what was happening, then he remembered his gun.

He fired all four rounds into Grant’s chest.

The bullets they used on Cerv-9 had a decent size, somewhere near 30-cal, huge by galactic standards. But whatever they used for propellant was anaemic and underpowered. Not that it would've helped anyway as the rounds bounced off his umbrian suit under his clothes.

Grant smiled. “Bet mine works.”

It was just like season 1 episode 18 of Space Force Five, where they were trapped in the illusion of an old Elmore Leonard western novel by an alien supercomputer.

He pulled his knockoff Ruger .22 and emptied the mag into the goatboy’s chest. The bandit spun, hit the wall, and slid down.

The whole bar went quiet.

Grant grabbed a gold coin and tossed it through the gap in the wall to the bartender. “For the mess.”

He scooped up his winnings, slung the sack over one shoulder.

In his head, Bree giggled. You totally loved that.

“Real-life saloon shootout,” Grant whispered. “Been dreaming about that since I was twelve.”

***

Something woke Grant up. Earthling instinct, maybe. Found the room quiet and still.

Just the wind…

A snowstorm had rolled into town last moon. Blinding whiteout conditions.

They were all piled in together in the single bed, wrapped in layers of quilts and mismatched Cervian wool blankets. Boomi was curled up to one side of him, snoring with her arms around his and only her antennae poking out. Pandy, curled in a ball with her tail over her nose, was on his other side, naked except for her coat of red and white fur. Bree slept in a little ball at the foot of the bed like a psychic puppy. Through the paper-thin walls came the soft, monstrous snores of Stimpt from the room next door.

The supplies from the auction were still safely stacked shoulder-high against the wall, a fortress of crates and packs filled with everything they’d need for the final leg north: thermal tarps, coldlight flares, rations that could let them survive exposure on the hills, portable heaters, even a spare water purifier. Grant didn’t trust the hotel’s warehouse, so he’d stacked them in the room. Trusting other people’s locks was how you got robbed.

Brushing sleep out of his eyes, Grant tried to sense what was off. The room itself was still and silent. Warm glow of the Plumtree’s alcohol-fueled heating coil, which ticked softly. It was just enough heat to make the cramped quarters feel like a cozy den instead of a meat locker.

As he stirred, sticking his head out into the cold air of the room, the single camera drone mounted above the bed stirred from its low-power standby mode with an apologetic chime. The two backup drones on the wall lit up as well, buzzing to life like robotic hummingbirds. Surveillance activated.

He lay still. Listening. Finally heard it again.

Distant screaming.

Not human.

Zorses.

“Bree…” he whispered.

The answer came back immediately. Her eyes blinking open. 'The stables. Something’s wrong with the zorses.'

Grant sat up. That wasn’t people yelling. That was death-screaming. Necroplanet instincts kicking in like jumper cables.

“They’re dying,” Grant said flatly.

Boomi stirred. “Whaaas wrong?” she muttered sleepily.

Grant couldn't be sure, but he could guess. “The fire that torched the outfitters last week might’ve had a twin. Someone’s finishing the job.”

Boomi blinked fully awake, grabbing her clothes. Pandy grumbled, curled tighter into her blanket pile.

“Wake me when it’s something important,” the catgirl muttered.

Boomi rolled her eyes and got dressed. Grant was halfway out the door, still shrugging into his pants and coat when Bree hopped off the bed and clattered toward the door. ‘Wait up! I’m coming too.’

Grant didn’t bother replying. He just checked his ammo load on the 357 and the shotgun. Headed for the door. If this was sabotage, someone was about to get stomped.

They were still pulling coats on over their umbria suits as they stumbled into the cold. Boots crunching on the frozen street, Grant and Boomi sprinted through the frigid twilight of Plumtree, their breath puffing like steam engines. The wind was making the snowstorm practically a whiteout. Muffling shouts and the crackling of panic as half the town poured into the streets in mismatched layers of coats and weapons.

This was frontier law in action. No sheriff, no badges, no questions. You killed a guy in a card game, they bought you a drink for winning. You started a fire, the town put it out with pitchforks and fists. That was the how you got things done.

Out of the snow a zorse appeared, running their way. It thundered past them in the opposite direction, soaked in blood, eyes wild and rolling. It screamed like a dinosaur having a stroke and vanished into the storm.

Grant swore. “Shit. That one’s done.”

When they followed the yelling to its source, Grant saw the target had been the main zorse paddock. But no fire this time.

The paddock was big. Its domed cover big enough to shelter the town's animals centrally against snowstorms and thieves. Dozens of locals were already there, yelling and wailing and arguing over what to do. Someone was trying to herd a loose zorling with a rope lead. Another was sobbing into the fur of a dying mount.

Grant pushed through the crowd around the entrance, hand on his gun, Boomi right behind him. The heavy double doors had been clawed. Shredded like wet cardboard. Whatever hit this place hadn’t been subtle.

Inside was a goddamn bloodbath. So ugly his feet stopped wanting to walk forward and he just stared. Half the zorses were dead, their bodies torn and mauled. Deep claw gouges in necks, guts spilled like hay bales. The remaining ones shrieked in terror, stumbling and dragging themselves through the gore. One local – face like he hadn’t blinked in an hour – held a rifle muzzle over a badly mauled zorling. The thing screamed pitifully and he pulled the trigger.

Another man cursed and shouted at a group of fear-squealing zorzes that had already trampled a couple of locals in their panic. A woman grabbed a scarf and tried to stem the bleeding of a zorse missing half a face. The place reeked of blood, fear, and ripped open intestines.

Grant stood in the middle of it, saw his feet were in spilled guts. His fists clenched. “Mother fuck!”

Boomi stared at the carnage, face pale and antennae drooping. “You think someone did this on purpose?”

He nodded slowly, jaw tight. “Yeah. If I didn’t know better I'd say someone doesn’t want us making it to the temple. As soon as we manage to get supplies, now we don’t have zorses.”

He approached a bunch of locals gathered around, shouting over each other. At least a few of them were talking in quiet voices like they knew what they were doing.

“Hey,” he said. “Tell me you guys have car insurance.”

“Take your turn, offworlder.”

“I had six of these beasts rented out for an expedition,” Grant growled.

A local whirled around and pointed a shaking finger at him. “Yeah? Well my sister just lost her only pack team, and half this town just watched their livelihoods bleed out on the snow! Your little vacation can wait, offworlder.”

Grant tried to steady his cold anger. Guy was right, but that didn't make Grant's problem any less important. “What the fuck happened?” he asked.

“Bonesnappers,” one man said, teeth chattering more from fear than cold. “Gotta be a whole pack of 'em to do this.”

“Bullshit,” an older woman snapped. “Bonesnappers haven’t come near town in a hundred years. Even starvin’ they know better.”

“You call this better?” someone else yelled.

“My uncle saw claw marks like this back when—”

Grant tuned out the noise. That summer working with Search and Rescue in the National Park Service had taught him a few things. And following animal tracks in snow was about as easy as it gets.

Yeah… assuming they don’t get filled in by a snowstorm…

He motioned for Boomi and Bree to follow, flashlight already out.

The wind was picking up, and bringing with it sheets of powder-fine snow like fog. They circled around the outer wall of the paddock, eyes scanning the snow. Bree hopped along through the snowdrifts taller than she was. Boomi stayed close, mittened hands on her rifle stock.

“There,” Grant muttered, crouching.

Tracks. Huge ones. Already starting to fill with drifting snow but deep enough they hadn’t filled in.

“Garnt…” Boomi said quietly, eying the storm. “I don’t like this.”

He got closer for a better look. Brushed away some of the lighter snow from the packed footprint.

What the fuck?

They started out bipedal. Long claws dragging furrows behind every footfall. Then at one point they switched to all fours. And whatever it was... it was fucking big.

“Only one set,” he said. “Something came in... and walked out like it owned the place.”

Boomi saw the footprint. Stared. Then froze. Her entire body locked up like someone had pulled a fire alarm in her brain. Her pupils dilated. Her nostrils flared. Her antennae sprang up like they were electrified.

“Boomi?” Grant asked.

She twitched at a gust of wind. Then the drifting snow seemed to hide the landscape around them and she bolted. Full sprint. Like she'd been shot from a cannon. A blur of coat and limbs flying back toward the hotel.

Grant blinked. “Okay. That’s probably bad.”

Grant sighed. He gave one last glance at the snow-covered horizon, then took off running after his terrified wife.

***

Boomi was a blur, gone into the whiteout before Grant could even yell again. He did anyway.

“Boomi! Wait!”

But she didn’t. Her shape just a vanishing streak between rows of silent buildings, all snow-drifted roofs and frosted windows. Her boots left almost nothing on the hard-packed ice, and the cold wind blew what little there was into ghost trails.

“Godfuckingdammit!”

'She's scared!' Bree said. 'But it's more than scared. It's like I can feel the animal part of her brain taking over.'

Shit. “She’s in full instinct mode,” he gasped, breath making plumes of steam in the air that were freezing to his face. “Hoplite flight or fight mode engaged.”

It was rare, he'd only seen it a few times, but Boomi's species had evolved on a necroplanet, even if it was only a class-1 necroplanet. 

'Grant… slow down. You won't catch her without my help,' Bree sent.

Grant skidded to a stop behind a drifted alley, breath coming in heaving gasps as the cold air burned his lungs. Stared into the haze of snow. Bree closed her eyes, concentrating. After a second, one of her legs shot out, pointing. 'She's by the outbuildings behind the hotel. She’s scared and trying to hide.'

The run took less than a minute. A stand of old wooden utility sheds loomed in the grey light, half-buried in snowbanks. One door was cracked open, just a sliver, but enough to make Grant's neck itch.

Shotgun in hand he looked inside. Darker in there. Grant shone his flashlight in one hand and kept the other on the shotgun stock. He pushed the door open slowly.

The inside smelled faintly like spoiled heater fuel, mildew, and rusted metal. A broken zorse-drawn plow leaned against one wall. Old leather tack and coils of old hose. Stacks of rotting wood. Sacks of sand for the icy walkways by the door.

Goddam horror-movie barn. He half expected Leatherface to jump out.

“Stay out here,” Grant said.

'But--' Bree protested.

“Do not. Come inside.” Grant growled at the spider.

He paused, pulled some duct tape off his belt and drew a long strip to tape his flashlight to the barrel of the shotgun. Propped the door open carefully with a bag of sand and crept inside.

“Boomi?” Grant said softly. “You in here?”

No answer. Just the sound of something scuttling in the rafters. He slowly advanced deeper into the barn-like structure. Shadows everywhere. 

“Boomi, it’s me. It’s okay. Come on, babe. You’re safe.”

From the back of the shed, in the pitch dark beyond the flashlight beam, a whisper.

“Garnt...”

“Boomi? Quit playing around, okay hon?”

“Garnt... over here...”

He followed her voice. Finger off the trigger.

He got within ten feet before he knew something was wrong. His flashlight beam found a long series of furrowed scratches in the wooden floor and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Then a rasping sound from behind him.

“Fuck me...”

He spun instantly.

Too late.

The thing erupted from the dark like a Buick made of teeth and meat. His flashlight beam caught a glimpse of a face out of a nightmare. A disfigured humanoid, all scale-plated muscle and black eyes like frozen tar pits. Like a shark. Grant saw it in freeze-frame: the claws, the hunched neck, the mouth that opened far too wide.

A clawed hand hit him in the chest.

It didn’t push him down. It slammed him aside. His suit went rigid under the impact, and it was still like being dropped on an anvil. The impact cracked something inside him. He went airborne, ten feet across the shed. Crashed into the wall. Wood cracked. The back of his head smacked the wood and rang his bell.

He dropped in a pile, wheezing.

Blood.

He looked down. The umbrian suit was shredded. Three parallel gouges right through the fabric. He was bleeding.

Grant rolled over just in time to see it rise out of the shadows.

It moved slowly. Like something ancient dragging itself upright for the first time in centuries. One massive claw planted on the wooden boards of the floor making them creak. Then another. It unfolded on all fours first… like a lizard big enough to make a lion blink. Size of a fucking full-grown grizzly bear.

Then it stood.

Eight… maybe ten feet tall. Hunched. Humanoid in the worst possible way. Muscles bunched and corded like stretched cable under scale-patched skin that looked stitched together from an alligator and a nightmare. The color was impossible to name… rusted iron-grey bruising into dark blue. Jagged ridge of bone and armored cartilage that ran down its spine thickened to a tail.

Its eyes locked on him.

Black. Bottomless. Like staring into tar pits. Intelligence in there, but no soul.

Its mouth opened.

Rows of needle teeth. Long tongue. And then, in a voice that echoed too perfectly to be real, it said:

“Help me.”

It sounded just like Boomi.

Grant’s stomach wanted to turn inside out. He’d fought monsters in the Slamma Brawl circuit… creatures and carnivorous plants… He’d seen bad. But this thing didn’t care. This was a class of alien monster all on its own.

Grant realized his shotgun was on the floor somewhere. He forced his hand to move. Inching towards the revolver in his belt.

The movement made it react.

Long claws uncurled from its hands… hands too human, too familiar. Scarred knuckles, fingers almost hyumin except each finger ended in a sickle-hook talon that looked made out of glass. One blow from those claws had opened his suit and his chest like a zip tie. It raised an arm, started a lunge towards him.

And out of nowhere, a small, white-haired shape popped out of the shadows behind the beast and let loose with her rifle. The tiny cracks of Boomi's .22 echoed sharp and bright in the freezing air. The rounds stitched into the creature's shoulder and back... and did absolutely nothing.

The monster turned, annoyed. Let out a guttural, inhuman snarl. Grant saw Boomi's shots were a nice, tight grouping between the shoulder blades. Aiming for a specific spot.

Then it charged her.

Boomi squealed. A sound he hadn’t heard before.

Terror.

She scrambled up into the hayloft, leaping straight up from a crouch like she'd been yanked up on a giant elastic band. The creature roared and followed, slamming into the wooden ceiling and clawing its way up with terrifying strength. Boards splintered. Nails shrieked. A wall collapsed.

Grant staggered to his feet, lungs on fire, everything aching. The cold white buzz of adrenaline drowned the pain. He grabbed the shotgun off the ground and racked it with one hand and jumped up through the torn hole into the hayloft at a run, following it.

He emerged on the upper level in time to see the creature tearing through the wood like a wall of chainsaws. It was smashing beams apart to reach the far end of the loft where Boomi had wedged herself between support timbers, eyes wide in panic and screaming. A high-pitched wordless sound that grated along his nerves impossible to ignore, like two knife blades grinding together.

He fired.

The buckshot hit at ten feet. A direct hit to the monster’s side. It jerked and let out a scream that rattled the rafters. Black blood sprayed across the wall. He racked again and fired again.

The second blast blew a chunk of scales and meat the size of a baseball off its ribs. And another and another until the shotgun was empty in his hands, action locked open.

The creature didn’t die.

It turned, bleeding and shrieking in agony, and rushed Grant.

“Fuck me...”

He dropped the shotgun, already empty, and drew the .357. The revolver banged. Once, twice, three times, as fast as he could pull the trigger. Until his ears were ringing. Massive hollow points punched into the monster's chest and shoulder. So big it was hard to miss. It reeled back.

Fourth shot to the stomach. Fifth to the face.

It stumbled, howling. One clawed hand grasped at the hayloft door.

Sixth shot.

The thing smashed through the loft door, flailing, and tumbled out into the snowstorm. He heard it crash through snow, the thump of footsteps fading in the distance. Then... silence.

Grant collapsed to one knee, panting. His side was soaked in blood.

“Garnt!”

Boomi ran to him, scrambling over broken boards. She dropped to her knees, tears running down her cheeks. “You’re hurt. You’re really hurt.”

She pressed her hands to his ribs. He winced but let her. The pain was real now, cutting through the adrenaline. But he wasn’t dying.

Yet.

He looked at her. “What the fuck was that thing, Boomi?”

She shook her head, trembling. “I don’t know… how it got here...”

She was searching his toolbelt. Found a small kit with the double-tailed Q symbol and opened the medkit with bloody fingers, dropping items onto the barnboards, hands shaking.

“Boomi... What the fuck was it?”

“A grendel,” she whispered.

Grant blinked. Hissed as she started spraying synthskin into his wounds. “A what?”

“A... a grendel.”

“From your world?”

She just nodded.

Boomi's home planet had one species of predator. Things called grendels. The predator her whole species had evolved in fear of. No wonder she’d freaked out. Running from the thing was in her genes.

“You’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure!” she yelled, almost hysterical. Then forced herself to calm down. By the light from the dropped shotgun she was pale and scared and barely holding it together. “It shouldn't be here. It can't be here.”

“But it is.”

Grant stared out into the night, where the monster had vanished.

Something deep in his gut twisted. He didn't like coincidences. Coincidences that tried to eat him he liked even less.

“Garnt… I… I want to get out of this town. As far from here as possible. Now.”

The zorses were dead… that was going to be tricky.

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” he assured her.

***

Grant followed Stimpt past the last prefab buildings aboveground at the train station and over the rail corridor, where the wood and brick buildings of the town gave way to ragged tents, hide huts, and jury-rigged lean-tos huddled against the snow. It was the wrong side of the tracks, literally. A wild mess of cookfires, waxed canvas tents, sputtering alcohol-fuelled heaters, and – most importantly – a couple dozen shaggy-haired zorses tethered to a horse line like furry muscle cars.

Stimpt was bundled head to toe like a miniature Yeti in long-haired goat-fur coat. Even hidden under all that, Grant could tell by the way he walked that something was bugging him. Pandy was lagging behind them both, poncho hood pulled low over her cat ears, tail twitching with irritation. She’d been salty for three hours now, apparently furious at Boomi for not waking her up to film the grendel fight like it was her fault for sleeping through it all.

Boomi hadn’t said a word since breakfast. She wore her full winter gear overtop her umbrian suit plus half a dozen weapons... rifle, knives, pistol, even the beam pistol he'd taken off the corpse of the sleestak captain. That’s what she had run off to retrieve from the hotel room the night before. After seeing the way buckshot and 357 rounds had barely hurt it, Grant didn’t blame her.

If a fucking t-rex from Earth had just jumped out of a closet and tried to kill him, he’d probably be carrying grenades in his underwear too.

The wind picked up on the flats but in the hollow in the lee of hills where the tents were set up, it felt less bone-chilling. Stimpt led them to a cluster of large, hide-draped structures ringed with hanging charms made from some sort of stamped metal. Mass-produced from the southern industrialized parts of the planet. Some sort of knotwork symbol in a hexagonal shape.

Grant tried not to stare hungrily at the dozens of zorses tied up around a central corral, breathing clouds into the air and stamping at the snow.

A group of locals emerged as they approached. Their clothes and gear looked manufactured in the south too. But they seemed to have an affectation for thick robes, rawhide boots, piercings, and lots more of those hexagonal religious charms.

The one in the most expensive robes and ponchos was the oldest. A shriveled old lady in a purple poncho embroidered with lots of tribal symbols who looked like she’d been pickled in brine. Orange skin creased, hair faded nearly sky-blue with age. She had a stick that looked ceremonial but didn't lean on it like an old lady; she had a spry step and lively eyes.

And she grinned at Grant with teeth that were suspiciously perfect.

At her side stood two younger figures in similar ceremonial robes. A lean, shy-looking man and a round-faced young woman with an expression like she’d seen too much holiness and wasn’t impressed by your heresy, thank you very much.

“Garnt, this is Marntha,” Stimpt said. “Matriarch of the Vell Clade, and high pilgrim to the Singing Dawn.”

Marntha stood on her toes and grabbed Grant's jaw to open it up and peer in his mouth. “Nice teeth.”

“I floss,” Grant said. Gave Stimpt a skeptical look as the Matriarch let go and stepped back, still smiling.

“He’s the one who won the auction,” Stimpt added. “Traded for enough gear to outfit your whole temple run.”

“That so?” she asked Grant.

“More than I can possibly use,” Grant said. “But I find myself short of zorses.”

The young man looked relieved. The woman looked annoyed. Marntha just looked amused… and then got down to business. “No zorses,” she said flatly. “They’re our legs, our lifeline, and our leverage. You can’t eat gear when your ride runs off into the snow.”

“Didn’t plan to eat them,” Grant muttered.

“You’d be surprised what some men plan when they get desperate,” she replied.

They launched into the most ruthless bargaining he’d seen since buying a truck from his cousin Ricky. Went back and forth over rations, emergency kits, tents, spare boots, and six full casks of stove alcohol that Grant was pretty sure was actually just rotgut liquor labeled ‘cooking only’ for tax reasons. Pandy grumbled from the sidelines.

If she’s going to complain about it… then why didn't she just turn her charms on these people and empath them to a more helpful attitude…

In the end, Grant agreed to share their supplies – food, fuel, and cold-weather gear – in exchange for permission to travel with the Vell Clade caravan and their zorses. No extras. Just passage and the promise that they wouldn’t get left behind if the weather turned bad. When the deal was done, they both had to swear on some metal plates scribed with hexagon symbols that the young man and woman held. Grant thought that was it but the wizened old grifter waved him closer.

“There is one more thing.”

Grant felt it before she said it. He wasn’t going to like what came next…

“You’ll dine with us tonight. And afterward, you’ll share my tent.”

Stimpt made a sound like he’d swallowed a marble.

Pandy burst out laughing. Then saw the old woman was serious.

***


Chapter 20    : Squirting Dust

Grant nursed his drink like time might slow down if he just never finished it. The big communal tent of the Vell Clade was lit by rows of flickering alcohol lamps and smelled like goat curry, boiled starches, and lamp fumes. Dinner was being served in stamped-metal bowls while a trio of old men beat out a syncopated thump on drums made from zorsehide barrels.

Hovering just overhead, Pandy's camera drones whirred into formation like they’d caught the scent of clickbait. The cat-girl struck a dramatic pose, voice shifting to that of a breathy documentary narrator. “Tonight, my sanctified subscribers, we bear witness to the ultimate sacrament… one ripe old vixen, one reluctant human hunk, and a spacefaring tradition steeped in erotic diplomacy.” She batted her eyes at the drones. “Is it love? Is it leverage? Or just another exotic sidequest in the adventure of a lifetime?”

Pandy leaned conspiratorially closer. ”Granny got game! Full seduction recap in tomorrow’s boner-bonus stream!”

Grant glared at her.

I fucking hate you right now… I mean more than usual…

To Grant's left, the over-eager offworld archaeologist Timlan from the poker game was happily prattling away about ritualized sex customs. Eager to explain Grant's predicament. How the guy got a dinner invite he didn’t know.

“Fascinating, really! Some ethno-cultures of the southern flatlands use sexual barter as both trade and spiritual affirmation. So you're being honored, my good man! Honored!”

“Great,” Grant muttered. “So it's not prostitution. It's anthropology.”

The archaeologist beamed. “Exactly!”

“Shutthefuckup.”

Timlan looked hurt and went back to his goat curry.

Grant tried to drown the conversation in another swig of something throat-scalding and regrettably green. Across the tent, Marntha grinned at him again. She was licking a bone spoon suggestively. Her two priests – the male one smug, the female one disapproving – sat on either side of her like chaperones for a teenager.

“If she starts gagging on the spoon I’m setting myself on fire,” Grant said out loud.

Boomi, seated at his right, clutched her cup tightly. Her face was rigid with disapproval. “You can’t seriously be considering it. That... that woman – she's ancient. Her knees have knees.”

“Still seems spry,” Pandy offered, lounging in her fur-lined wrap, tail flicking lazily. “Probably got experience, too. I mean, you’re always complaining about sore hips. Might do you some good.”

Grant blinked at her. “You want me to bone the prune for morale?”

The cat's eyes narrowed. “I want us to reach the temple before some further catastrophe can curse us in this sun-forsaken place! I expect boils or goat-sucking vampires next.” Pandy snapped.

Grant and Boomi shared a look. “Don't even joke about whisperfiends!” Boomi hissed.

“So now you believe in children's stories?” Pandy scoffed.

“Pandy…” he said in a warning tone, that she ignored.

“So yes. Please, by all means, service the senior citizen!” the cat-girl snapped smugly.

Boomi hissed. “He’s not a breeding stud, Pandy. He has feelings.”

“Oh, now you decide to be concerned about sharing?” Pandy raised a brow. “The mouse is in the other hole now!”

“You could just say no,” Boomi assured him.

“And lose the zorse caravan and our shot at reaching the temple before we freeze to death in a snowbank?” Pandy shook her head. “You’d be condemning his virility to a frosty tomb.”

“That’s not—!” Boomi sputtered, then turned to Grant. “I’ll sleep with her if it gets us the deal.”

“Please don’t,” Grant said. “That’s not how any of this works.”

Across the room, Marntha winked and waved as her priests rose and escorted her away. A half-hour later, the younger priest, gaunt with soft orange hands and no visible humor in his soul, approached their table.

“The Matriarch awaits,” he intoned. “Please bring... all of yourself.”

Welp… this is it… duty calls…

Grant slammed the last of his drink. “Tell her to put on something silky. I like to be romanced.”

“She already is.”

Pandy gave him a double thumbs-up. “Don’t fail to perform in there! Fans will be watching.”

Her three camera drones hummed to life and zipped toward Grant like excited hornets. “You… close ups. You… wide angle. You… facial expressions… catch the moment the old hag squirts dust!” Pandy chirped, already directing them.

Grant recoiled. “Oh hell no.”

Before he could swat one, Boomi’s hand shot out. In a blur of motion she snatched all three drones midair and stuffed them under an overturned soup bowl.

“You can have them back tomorrow,” Boomi said flatly, hand on her gun.

Pandy gasped like she’d been stabbed. “That’s drone abuse!”

Grant stood, swaying slightly. “If I’m not back in an hour, burn the tent. Then the town.”

***

Grant ducked into the matriarch's tent expecting mothballs and werther's originals. Instead, the place was a damn love nest... low fire crackling, rugs piled like someone had hoarded every blanket in the north, and bowls of dried fruit and honeyed nuts laid out like a trap. It smelled like incense and massage oil and reminded Grant of a massage therapist he'd dated once.

Marntha reclined by the fire in what had to be the most x-rated holy robes he’d ever seen. Zorse fur dyed pink, hemmed with tiny metal coins like a belly dancer. And nothing on underneath.

She patted the spot next to her like she was calling over a pet.

“Come, sit, darling. Have a nut. You need meat on those arms if you’re going to wrestle me into submission.”

Grant didn’t so much sit as collapse. She fed him a fig, then a candied nut, then something squishy and vaguely orange that might’ve once been a crab. Her fingers lingered every time they brushed his lips.

“So strong,” she purred. “So stoic. Do you bench cargo haulers or just throw them for fun?”

“Mostly I beat up people.”

She laughed, delighted. Grant felt himself relax... maybe this was it. The old bag just wanted some company. Dinner, flirting, done. He was just eye candy by the fire.

Then she stood, gave him a full view of her wrinkled ham wallet and reached for his hand. ”Time for dessert. Come to bed.”

Grant steeled himself. Whatever happened next, at least Pandy's drones were locked in a soup bowl and no one ever had to find out. He stood up, taking her dry papery fingers in his hand and tried not to think about what else was dry as a bone on her body. She smiled and sighed happily, leading him like a lost toddler.

He stepped past the curtains and into the bedchamber.

And froze.

There, reclining on a mound of silks and goat-fur pillows, was the young female priestess who had been attending the matriarch all day. Naked. Her dark blue hair spilled over her orange shoulders, and her expression was half amusement, half challenge.

“Hi,” she said, voice smooth as syrup. “Grandmother says you’re strong enough to keep up.”

“Thank fuck…” Grant sighed in relief.

Behind him, Marntha howled with laughter. “You thought I wanted you? Oh child, you’re pretty, but I don’t have that kind of insurance. She’s my granddaughter... go on and show her why I picked you.”

She shoved him forward with surprising strength, then slapped his ass for good measure and cackled her way back to the fire in the other room.

Grant blinked. The young priestess beckoned.

“Unless you'd rather go cuddle grandma?”

“No ma'am,” he muttered, stripping off his coat. “Just... gimme a second to remember how to breathe.”

She reached for him, lips curling in a smile.

“Then come prove I didn’t waste the good sheets.”

Grant dove into the blankets with the enthusiasm of a man who’d just been pardoned and propositioned in the same breath.

It wasn’t his first time with one of the locals, but the naked priestess was in a whole other league. The signs that she was a rich girl from the big city were all there. Her hands were soft and delicate, not rough from work. Tangerine-colored skin soft as butter from expensive oils, not dry from the winter winds.

And the tits on her were perfect globes, like Florida oranges.

Grant wasn’t sure what he expected when the priestess rolled him into her bed, but it wasn’t the intensity in her eyes or the way her hands slid up his chest with a shiver.

“So many muscles,” she murmured, running a finger down his arm like she was tracing sacred text. “Your babies will be legendary.”

“Uh,” Grant started. “I didn’t think that was part of the deal…”

“Why else do you imagine this is happening?” she asked coyly. Despite what she said she stripped him out of his clothes with a hungry ferocity.

…only to freeze as she caught sight of his junk.

Her eyes widened. Her mouth opened slightly. Then closed. Then opened again. “That’s not... that can’t be... It will never fit!”

Grant took her in his arms and lay her down onto her back as her eyes widened in alarm. “Hey now, don’t worry. You ease into it.”

He put his lips on those juicy oranges, which seemed to surprise her. She giggled, but it was a nervous, aroused kind of giggle that made the tent feel five degrees warmer. One gentle kiss turned into loud moans from her as she shuddered and squirmed.

The orange flower between her legs was swollen. Opening up for him.

“D-do I… ahhh… seem strange… to you?” she asked with a nervous moan, eyeing the differences between their bodies. “I’ve read Cervian women are not like your space girls.”

He slid two fingers inside the blooming flower so her back arched and she found out what getting fingered by a guy from Earth was like. Her eyes crossed as she moaned. Screamed into a pillow as she came and he showed her his wet fingers.

“Baby, you’re like a tall glass of fresh squeezed juice… nothing strange about you.”

She shivered in delight and pulled him down to the bed beside her before smiling and taking his cock in her hand. “Let me show you something no girl from another planet can do…” she purred.

When she sank her open mouth around his cock it was a bit of a contest. She fought through, enthusiastically working him in her mouth. He kept waiting for the mysterious Cervian sex technique to start, but as she came up for air, a satisfied look on her face, he realized this was it.

Saliva rolled off her tongue. “What do you think of Cervian girls now? I bet you’ve never had your trunk swallowed before!”

He was a gentleman about it. “That’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever felt, how did you do that?” he said in mock surprise.

She chuckled to herself. “It’s a secret known only to the priestesses of the Singing Dawn, deciphered from ancient holy texts.”

Damn… wouldn’t mind reading that sacred book…

It was about time he gave her a glimpse of heaven… Taking her in his arms, he scooped her up and put her on all fours. “Let’s see if your fancy book showed you this,” he told her.

She looked shocked.

It hadn’t.

When he slid inside her she scratched the sheets and yelled and shook. Groaned and drooled and passed out from the pleasure. Only to wake up again and look over her shoulder asking for more. He clapped her perfect pumpkin ass cheeks until she begged him to stop. Then she begged him to keep going.

When she came again, he did too. Poured his seeds into the great pumpkin.

The girl couldn’t get enough. Every time he thought he was done she dragged him back into the blankets. When she came, she would start babbling scripture like demons were coming out of her body. He wasn’t sure if he should spank her backside or call a priest for an exorcism.

Eventually, she wore herself out. Finished by riding him like one of those brightly colored tree frogs and when they came one last time she passed out across his chest.

Grant extricated himself like a thief escaping a museum, careful not to wake the sleeping priestess sprawled in the now very sticky blankets. He dressed quickly, avoiding eye contact with the knotted religious icon over the bed that had definitely judged him the whole night.

Outside the tent, the cold air slapped him like a disapproving sky god. And there, curled up in a blanket and shivering on a sheepskin outside the tent, was Boomi.

He gently shook her awake as he knelt beside her. “You shouldn't be sleeping on the ground,” he scolded her gently.

She blinked sleepily, rubbing her eyes. “Didn’t want you to be alone.”

He shook his head and scooped her up in his arms, princess-carrying her back towards town. She leaned against his chest, snuggling him with her antennae glowing pink. Walking back toward the hotel, the wind nipped at their ears.

“That was... very brave,” Boomi said eventually. “You endured things no man should have to. If you need to scrub the memory, I’ll help. With kisses.”

“Yeah well,” Grant admitted. “It was the granddaughter. Not the old lady. Play a joke on the offworlder day.”

Boomi blinked. Processed. Then her face slowly twisted into something cold and delighted.

“Oh. Oh, I’m definitely telling Pandy.”

“Boomi, don’t—”

She was already skipping ahead in her mind, grinning like a lunatic.

“Oh Pandyyyyyy! Guess what Grant diiiid!”

***

The next morning, they met the pilgrims who had already struck camp and saddled up. Ready to head out toward the temple where Stimpt had recorded the empath song.

They were well above the arctic circle, but the temple was near the day-side terminator. Every mile closer to the permanent line of daytime the temperature rose. Which was good, because the pilgrims were all southerners with no real experience in the great outdoors.

The pilgrims might have dressed like tribal nomads, but it was all just an affectation. Like civil war reenactors or guys who wore hockey jerseys to the office when their team was in the playoffs. The two local guides seemed nice enough, though. Looked a bit like gauchos with winter ponchos, layers of baggy pants under wool robes and felt caps that covered their ears under wide-brimmed hats. They were armed with 7-shot rifles made locally on planet that fired an anemic cartridge that looked about 30 cal and was an elephant gun by standards of the alien civilization. The battery-powered charge they used to fire the rounds packed a lot less punch than even Boomi’s 22LR.

When it came time to actually mount-up on the zorses there was a commotion that drew Grant’s attention and of course at the center of it was Pandy. Hissing at the riding animals with her hackles up until they reared up and the guides had to calm the beasts.

“Pandy? What the fuck?” Grant yelled.

Pandy stared at the creatures like they were radioactive. “You’re joking. We’re not seriously riding those.”

“You rather walk on foot, dragging your suitcase the whole way?” Grant asked. “You know how much trouble I went through to make a deal to ride these zorses? What did you think was going to happen?”

“We can just rent a motorized vehicle, right?” Pandy was almost pleading.

Grant and the guide exchanged identical eye-rolls. “No roads where we're going,” the local said flatly.

Pandy planted her hands on her hips, tail swishing from the back of her coat. “Then I’m not going. I refuse. This is barbaric.”

For a moment Grant mentally enjoyed the thought of leaving Pandy behind in Stormreach. Boomi didn't need to be a mind-reader to tell what his satisfied expression was about.

“Garnt... remember the bonus,” she said quietly. He glanced at her, one hand resting protectively on the round bulge of her belly.

Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuck…

The things he did for his family. Grant took a deep breath and eyed the buzzing recorder drones around the performer. “Comon, Pandy... Picture it: you, bravely conquering the wild frontier. Gonna look amazing in your blerpisode.”

Pandy hesitated, glancing at a drone. Then she plastered on a big smile. “Fine. But only for the content.”

It took them another hour to move out, getting the ragtag pilgrims up and moving. Not exactly a model of military efficiency.

Once you got used to the gait of the zorses it was relaxing in the saddle. Grant admired the wilderness. Rolling hills covered in red plants under a bloody red permanent sunset. How long had it been since he'd been away from the cramped inside of a ship or a space station? Weeks... no... months. The cold of the wilderness and the sunset didn't bother him so long as he could look up and see the horizon stretched as far as the eye could see.

Riding a zorse was like balancing a chair on a drunk trampoline with legs. Grant had made less comfortable trips, but not many. The beast snorted steam as it plodded through the twilight wilderness, its three-toed hooves crunching over the rocky ground. The zorse behind him farted audibly. A woman laughed.

Everywhere he looked were pilgrims. Not even a bit more subdued now that the harsh travel set in.

A string of two dozen zorses wound along the ridge behind him, packed with wool-blanketed southerners clapping hands, singing, and acting like this was a scenic tour instead of a brutal multi-day haul across the edge of a hell planet. They were smiling. On holidays. Grant watched one guy pull out a pair of little bongo-type drums and strike up a song about the rocky road.

“You'd think they were at Disneyland,” Grant grumbled. His zorse twitched an ear like it agreed.

Dawn got closer with every mile. The red sun didn’t so much rise as ooze into the sky like a wounded eye, casting everything in warm blood tones and shadows. Ahead, the land sloped up into a high pass. All around were jagged hills, wind-blasted and bare, colored in crimson moss and dry rustweed clinging to cracks. Even the grass looked pissed off – covered in tiny saw edges that could cut skin. The zorses didn't seem to mind it and grazed hungrily at every opportunity. Grant pulled his scarf higher against the dry wind slicing off the sunward side. The farther they rode toward the terminator line, the more the land brightened in red haze. It felt like traveling into the devil’s microwave.

Boomi rode beside him, bundled tight, silent. Her eyes were on the horizon, distant. Grant frowned. She'd been quiet ever since they left the town. Antennae drooping. Which, for Boomi, might as well have been deep depression.

“You okay?”

She blinked, shook her head like she forgot he was there. “Huh? Yeah. Just thinking.”

Grant studied her face. The set of her jaw. The tight grip on her reins. She wasn’t just sore or sick. She was scanning the landscape like something might jump out of it.

“Still thinking about the grendel,” he guessed.

Boomi didn’t answer at first. Then she gave the faintest nod.

“I shot it a dozen times... “ he said. “I figure it probably crawled off and died by now.”

Her eyes flicked to him. “Grendels don’t die easy. My great-granddam used to tell stories about the old grendel hunts,” Boomi murmured. “Back when her family first settled the shadow coasts. Took ten hoplites just to track one. They’d smear themselves in corpse-smell and crawl on their bellies for days, waiting for it to sleep. One wrong move and it’d wipe out the whole squad. My grand-uncle lost a whole hunting party once. They had to collapse a tower on the monster to finish it off. Burned the rubble for two days just to be sure.

Grant raised an eyebrow. “You telling me this for fun or because you think we’re gonna need the bonfire option? All due respect to your ancestors, Boomi, but they didn't have double-aught buckshot and 357 magnum rounds. It bled like a stuck pig. Even if it survived, it won't come looking for us soon.”

Boomi looked up at him, unconvinced. “There’s a famous story on my planet, from the middle tribes, back in the Iron Period. A king killed a grendel’s mate in a hunt, thought that was the end of it. But the male kept coming. Every night, clawing at the stone gates, scaling walls, sneaking through sewer vents. The thing wouldn't stop. They say the king didn't sleep for a month, just waiting for the next attack. Eventually he offered himself as bait and led it into a magma pit. Took both of them down. That’s the kind of stubborn they are. You can’t trust they’re gone unless you burn the body.”

Grant exhaled, looking at the horizon again. No trees. No cover. Just red rocks, angry winds, and the knowledge that something built like a nightmare might be watching them from a ridge.

He adjusted the belt of the shotgun holstered across his back.

“Well,” he said. “If it knows what's good for it, it'll steer clear of me. Or it's gonna wish it crawled into a ditch and choked on its own rage.”

Boomi didn’t laugh. She just kept watching the hills like they owed her answers.

***

Grant settled into the rhythm of the ride, letting the silence and open horizon work their magic… until Pandy’s voice cut through like cat nails on a chalkboard.

“Stop, you filthy beast!” she yowled as her zorse let out a long guttural sound of complaint as she sawed at the reins. “This thing smells like something died... now it's in my fur...”

“Pandy… quit abusing the animal,” Grant called to her, tired.

“Abusing it? What about how I’m being abused!” she yowled.

“How’s that?” Stimpt asked, squinting.

She raised her voice to complain. “I haven’t seen a hot shower or a hair dryer in days! No fluffy towels, no decent hot food… an actual bed… and I would literally kill for anywhere that doesn’t smell like butt.”

“You may have noticed, we’re all smelling the same butts,” Grant said. “Only we don’t need to complain about it every second.”

“That’s easy for you to say!” she practically cried. “You think I don’t feel every single moment of your discomfort? Or his? Or hers? Or anyone’s! And how… how… you all hate me!”

Grant turned in the saddle and watched her slouch forward, arms wrapped tight around her torso. Her hood was up, but he could see her face scrunched up like she was trying not to cry.

Shit… He hadn’t thought of it that way before. The downside of being an empath was constantly having to filter out everyone else.

“Hey,” he said, pulling his zorse closer. “What’s wrong with you now?”

Pandy sniffled. “Nothing. Everyone’s miserable. Boomi’s radiating doom. You’re snapping at everything. The old lady’s granddaughter still smells like you. I can feel it all, Garnt. I can’t turn it off.”

Grant scratched his head, sheepish. “Right. Empath. I keep forgettin’... you’re not just annoying on purpose. Look, for what it’s worth nobody hates you. Not even Boomi. We're just tired and smelly and not built for kumbaya karaoke.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” she sniffed smiling. For a moment Grant felt a genuine connection with the girl.

She wasn’t so bad…

Then she opened her mouth again. “It’s honestly impressive for someone with your limited emotional vocabulary. Gross, but sweet.”

Correction… she was a bitch…

“Oh god you do hate me,” she wailed, immediately bursting into fresh tears.

Grant looked to Boomi for help. Boomi just shrugged, clearly deciding this was his mess to mop up. The drones happily zipped around to film her every dramatic sigh.

After a full eight hours of riding, they camped under the alien sky. There was more singing and laughter but the group prayers got to be a bit much and Grant’s group broke off to set up tents around their own heating coil with the guides.

The locals told a story about the ghosts that lived in the mountains – which Grant assumed was some sort of translation about spirits or gods, and Stimpt informed them trading stories was considered polite in their culture. Grant wracked his brain for a good story and settled on Space Force Five: Episode 27 – 'Moon Menace Mayhem'. In that one, the crew of the Space Force Five had to stop a gang of mutant moon bikers from hijacking a fusion refinery, all while their captain was stuck in a love triangle with a psychic space queen and a homicidal robot maid. It had everything: laser shootouts, exploding hovercycles, and way too much sexual tension for a kids' show.

The guides ate it up, laughing and applauding (they showed they liked something by stomping their feet). Boomi leaned close, eyes bright, and said with a grin, “That was amazing! No wonder you're such a badass with heroes like this on planet Dirt!”

Sensing the warmth Grant felt for Boomi in that moment, Pandy snuggled closer to him, wrapping her arms around his. “Oh... yeah, totally thrilling. I loved the part with the… uh… moon... Super deep stuff.”

Grant bit his tongue. Honestly, he was a bit relieved she was being clingy. He'd worried his ferverent wishes she’d fall down a ravine were too obvious and he could kiss the bonus goodbye.

'That one's one of my favorites,’ Bree spoke in his head. She was curled up on Boomi’s lap.

‘What do you mean? I never told you that one before...’

'No, I saw it in your memories. I've seen all of them in your memories...’ she said.

‘Okay... no invasion of privacy there...I should warn you not to go poking in my memories of browsing the internet when I was younger... won't like what you see...’

Bree giggled in his head. Like she already had.

‘Verrrry reassuring...’

When they were done praying, the pilgrims seriously started to let loose. They drank and sang and started vanishing into tents to bang.

They weren’t quiet about it.

He drank a little too much of Madame Blondo’s Marvelous Elixir of Life! with the guides and when Pandy purred in his ear to take her back to the tent, he made the mistake of getting into the cat-girl’s furry muff. Maybe it was the overflowing horny energy from the pilgrims but the naked empath yowled like a cat in heat the entire time. She got carried away and scratched him partway through and he had to grab her by the scruff of the neck and finish her off on all fours but that only made her yowl even harder and squirt her musk all over him when she came.

The next morning Grant woke up hungover and miserable. The pilgrims grinning and patting him on the back. The parallel line of four scratches down his neck didn’t help his mood. Pandy, at least, seemed refreshed and humming happily to herself as she packed up her gear, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.

Grant sat by the heating coil staring at the horizon resentfully.

Boomi, had already cooked him some breakfast and warmed up a can of CorpseFuel coffee.

“Thank god… you’re a lifesaver,” he moaned, taking the coffee can.

She sat next to him and kissed the top of his head, smiling in that way that made him forget about everything else for a while.

Fella could get used to this... 

The next two days passed without incident. The pilgrims rode in a steady, chatty procession, pausing only to make camp at sites that looked like they had been used for a dozen generations. Dells or plateaus of rust-colored boulders that offered partial shelter. Grant stayed alert, shotgun across his back, but no more monsters appeared. Just red rocks and red moss and red winds that howled across the wilderness like a kettle on boil.

Each day got a little brighter. By the end of the second march, they could see it: the red giant sun of Cerv system hovering and massive at the edge of the world. Dawn was close.

Grant nudged his zorse closer to the older guide. “Anybody ever go out on the dayside?”

The man spat into the red dust. “Some. Too hot. It’ll be ninety degrees in the direct sun at the edge of shadow. You ride out past that into the flats, it gets hotter. Fast. Four hundred and climbing.”

The old guy hadn’t actually used Fahrenheit to measure the temperature, the micronaut translators had converted whatever local system they used for him.

“Like a goddam oven.”

“Like a furnace,” the guide corrected. “Set your skin on fire. Turn you to charcoal. A few minutes in that is suicide.”

“I heard they sent off a few expeditions, back in the day,” Stimpt said, picking up on the conversation. “Big armored rovers on metal treads. Big cooling systems, independent air supply. Exploring… looking for mineral deposits. Same on darkside, only that’s easier to survive.”

Must’ve used the same technology to protect the trains where they hit the serpentine.

Like sending a submarine to the bottom of the ocean… and about as deadly…

After everyone had gone to bed, Grant slipped quietly from the sleeping bag that Pandy had insisted on sharing, careful not to wake her or her swarm of floating recorders set to capture every snore for posterity. The lithe catgirl curled deeper under the covers of her bivy and Grant sealed the tent again from the outside.

The air was still bit chilly against his skin as he padded over the rocks to the steam rising against the permanent sunset. They'd made camp at one of the many geothermal hotsprings in the area, a spot well-known to the guides who brought people on pilgrimage to the temple, and in a minute had left the dozen other tents and cookfires of the camp behind.

There were signs posted on the pools too hot to use and he followed the steam to the main pool. Condensation making the rocks slippery. As he stepped closer, the mist parted to reveal Boomi lounging naked in the water up to her waist, her long white-blonde hair spilling around her shoulders like silk.

Steam curled lazily around her curves, catching the blood-red light of the perpetual sunset and making her look almost unreal. Her antennae twitched as he approached, and she turned to glance over with a playful smirk. Curve of her tits and belly breaking the surface of the water as she leaned back on her arms, clearly aware of how much he was staring.

“About time you showed up,” she teased, splashing water with her toes.

Grant unbuckled his jeans and kicked off his boots. “Work of a marshal is never done...” he smiled. “Had to put the client to bed... literally.”

“Mmm-hmmm,” Boomi smiled. “Does that mean pounding that pussy into a better mood? Again?”

Stacking his clothes and gear in a pile with the umbrian space suit on top, Grant slid into the pool, hissing as the heat hit him. It felt incredible. The water smelled faintly metallic, but not unpleasant. Sinking under the surface he scrubbed the scent of the cat-girl off him and swam under the water to find the strong, pale curves of Boomi's legs. Sliding up between them still underwater to kiss his way up her thighs and the swollen little cunt. Surfacing to find her squirming and giggling until she grabbed him to kiss him.

She found his hardon next. “You’re still hard?” she shivered in delight. “What have you been feeding this thing?” she asked, stroking him. “It gets bigger every day.”

“Sharon Stone,” he replied.

“Huh?” 

Boomi didn't get the joke. “Nevermind... classical reference. Comere...”

He floated closer, and soon they were tangled together, kissing under the alien sky. It was quiet, just the hiss of the springs and Boomi's moans as the first moon rose for the night. She was too big to do it face to face anymore, and she sat in his lap, back against his chest as he slid into her. Splashing as they moved together. The water made it feel lazy. Like they could relax and move together in slow motion, not the usual frantic boning in stolen moments where Pandy wouldn’t find them and complain.

A voice popped into his head. ‘Grant... Boomi!’ Bree’s telepathic tone cut through the moment like a fire alarm.

“Bit busy,” Boomi mumbled as she spread her legs to let him reach around and touch her.

‘No time for seed dissemination! We’re under attack!’

“The grendel?” Boomi hissed, voice rising several octaves.

‘No… People. Big group approaching camp... fast.’

Both of them went still. Bree had their full attention. Boomi turned to look in his face, still reluctant to climb off his cock. Eyes wide. “Raiders?”

“Probably not the welcome wagon,” Grant muttered.

***


Chapter 21    : Feelers

They scrambled out of the water, dripping and naked. Grant paused for half a second, glancing at the pile of gear, tempted to grab his pants… then distant screams and war cries tore through the night. The camp was already under attack. There was no time.

“Stay here,” he told Boomi.

“No!”

“Boomi…”

“I’m not staying out here alone!” she insisted.

A glance said she was scared. More scared of being alone in the wilderness than she was of the raider attack.

Still afraid of that fucking grendel…

The two of them grabbed their guns and sprinted through the cold twilight toward camp. His bare feet pounding over lichen-covered rocks, the sting erased as the white cold rush of adrenaline settled into his limbs, cooling his head. Boomi nimble right beside him. Even sporting the huge belly she was as fast on her feet as he was.

“No guns until you have to,” Grant said. “They'll give our position away.”

She just nodded.

The first ones they found were already tearing down a tent at the edge of camp, dragging the screaming occupant into the twilight. Three raiders… primitive-looking, wrapped in furs and bone armor.

Grant charged straight into them. Lunged low, punching his fist into the first guy’s spine only to hear it snap as the orange-skinned raider folded backwards the wrong way with a gurgling scream. Boomi made a leaping kick with both heels into the next one, strength and power of her necroplanet body launching the other raider into a nearby boulder with a kerunch to lay still. The third spun, eyes wide, before Grant drove his next punch under his chin. Jawbone crumbling as the neck snapped. The kills were quick, and quiet enough they hadn’t alerted any of the other raiders.

“Go!” Grant told the terrified pilgrims.

The intruders had to be northern raiders. Looked a bit like mongols with blue topknots of hair and shaggy animal hides for coats. Holstering his 357, Grant slung the gunbelt around his neck and picked up the dropped axe one of the men had carried. Crude but effective, about the size of a tomahawk. he scanned the camp. The pilgrims were coming awake, screaming. Too late. Raiders everywhere. Running crouched over. Descending on the travelers like a pack of wild dogs.

Too damn many.

“What do we even do?” Boomi asked, eying the blooming massacre.

Raiders swarmed through the tents, screaming war cries. A few of the local firearms went off and in reply came withering white-blue beams of laser fire. Lighting up the night like a rave gone wrong.

What the fuck…

“Who gave these assholes laser guns?”

Shit… We aren’t the only offworlders on the planet…

“Get Stimpt!” Grant barked to the little albino girl. “I’ll grab Pandy! Everybody else is optional. Rally point at the hot springs.”

He gave up stealth. Charged through the camp, leaping naked over a burning tent and slammed into the next raider he saw with the axe, smashing right through his ribcage. The man went down in a spray of blood and lay with pink lungs exposed.

Screams filled the dawn of the camp. Savages with knives and guns running loose among the tents like wild animals. Gunshots cracked. Zorses shrieked. Someone ran past missing an arm, stump smoking where a laser had sheared it off.

As the tent collapsed in flames behind him, Grant scanned the camp. Trying to orient himself in the chaos. His thoughts suddenly went to Marntha and her granddaughter. In this somewhere. Stab of guilt that he couldn’t spare time for them.

Where the fuck was his tent?

There.

He spotted it. Took off running.

He leapfrogged one of the pilgrims, on his knees screaming prayers, saw one of the guides raise his rifle to take aim at a raider only to be cut short by a blade from behind. Grant vaulted over a body and nearly slipped in the blood. The scent of burning fur and cooked meat filled his nose.

There was a bloodcurdling howl from the tents. Pandy was screaming.

The crackcrackcrack of the 22 sounded. Boomi was already shooting. Too many targets. Too many screams. Not enough Grant.

Focus…

He had to get Pandy. Naked and bloody he reached the tent he'd only left a half-hour ago. His rage went white hot. Two raiders dragged a kicking, screaming Pandy from the tent, her drones buzzing around like confused honeybees. 

The catgirl screamed in terror, claws ripping furrows in the moss-covered ground. A third raider cradling a laser grabbed her by the hair and yanked her upright to examine her face.

“Not this one you goat fuckstains. The other one.” He dropped Pandy. “Kill this one.”

Grant was already on them like a vengeful spirit out of the red light of dawn. Running full-tilt, silent except the slap of his bare feet on the ground. He hit the first raider hard, driving the stolen axe clean through his chest until the handle snapped in two. The second got the sharp-end of the wooden handle to the throat, Grant twisting until he felt the snap. Blood sprayed hot across his bare chest. The third one was just raising a short, machete-like sword when Grant heel-kicked him in the groin. Bones snapped, the man crumpled around his ruined body, screaming.

Pandy collapsed against him, sobbing and clutching his arm. “Garnt!”

Instinct made him pick up the dead man’s sword and take a step towards the bastards tearing the camp apart.

“No! No don't!” Pandy screamed, pulling him back. The camp was crawling with too many raiders to fight off… especially while buck naked. “Please, get me out of here!”

But it was Bree's voice in his head that stopped him. ‘We're clear, Grant, get out...’

Adrenaline still shuddering through his veins, he forced himself to grab their packs and weapons, slinging them over his shoulder. Then picked up Pandy in his arms and threw her over one shoulder with an angry ‘Mreoooww!’

“We’re leaving. Now.”

Pandy didn’t argue. For once.

Bree’s voice cut through Grant’s head like a siren. ‘Hot springs rally point – north ridge, 200 meters. Bring Pandy. We’ll meet you halfway.’

Instead of fighting his way through the camp he ran into the wilderness. Circled around. Pounded across the cold ground, bare feet slapping rocks. Noise of the violence fading a bit in the distance. A laser beam probed for him once, flickering into the red grass setting it on fire, then he dodged behind a ridge of boulders and it cut off, dialling the volume down on the screams.

He didn’t stop until they reached the fog of the hot springs. Setting Pandy down, the naked catgirl’s eyes were wide and staring, camera drones whipping back and forth in a good imitation of panic. He took her hand and led her towards the sound of bubbling water until the shapes of Boomi, Stimpt, Bree, and three locals appeared. The one remaining guide and two pilgrims who had been telling stories at the campfire the night before. All of them terrified and underdressed for a midnight jog.

“Where'd they get the guns?” Stimpt was staring in the direction of the crackle of lasers back at camp. Cutting through the twilight as the carnage continued. “Those are offplanet imports. No way a fucking tribal primitive up here could ever get their hands on one.”

Going to his folded pile of clothes he’d left only a few minutes ago… Geezus… He grabbed his high-tech umbrian bodysuit, squeezing into it. He saw Boomi already had hers on. “My guess?” Grant said. “Payment. Somebody hired them.”

Through the mist they could still see the criss-crossing of laser beams slashing the camp. The glow of burning tents. Pandy was pulling clothes out of her pack. While he and the catgirl got dressed, Bree scuttled to the top of a nearby rock.

‘They're coming this way,’ she said.

‘Stall them,’ Grant answered.

'Okey-dokey!'

From the camp one of the laser beams stopped firing wildly and instead starting making controlled, steady shots... and by the sounds of it he was firing into other raiders.

“Good news,” Grant panted, stomping into his boots. “We’re alive. Bad news, we’re about to be less alive unless we move.”

“Temple’s our best bet,” Stimpt said. “It’s the only safe place for miles.”

“How far?” Grant asked the guide.

The man looked shakey. Still in shock. “A half-moon, at most.”

Stimpt nodded. “No way they'll follow us there.”

“But our gear, our food, our animals...” Pandy said, shivering in nothing but her winter parka. “How will we survive?”

“Temperatures are way up this close to the dawn,” Grant said. “So we won’t die of exposure. The rest of it we just figure that out along the way.”

Grant met Boomi’s eyes and she gave him a confident smile.

“Let’s go. Now.”

There was a long moment of silence as they stood and listened to the camp still under attack. Then when Stimpt patted the guide on the back and encouraged him, the man led them off into the wilderness.

With the guide leading them the little group set out into the rocky hills, climbing through the dim twilight in the direction of the day-side horizon. They trudged across the red wilderness in silence, following the guide through shallow gullies and craggy ravines that twisted toward the terminator. The land was bone-dry and sharp underfoot, and several of Grant's companions were barefoot, their boots left behind in the camp. After a couple hours they stopped to rest. Most of them dead-eyed from how tired they were or the shock of seeing the camp massacred. Grant handed out the last of his ration bars and pretended not to notice how light his pack had gotten.

The only thing keeping them moving was fear… Every few minutes, someone looked back, expecting to see raiders crest the ridge behind them.

The next time they stopped the moon had long since set, which meant at least three or four hours had passed. The air was noticeably warmer than their campsite. The landscape changing from scrub to rocky hills glowing in the reddish light, covered in small bushes and grass. They broke out the last ration bar in Boomi's pack, broke it into pieces, and handed them out.

“How far now?” Grant asked the guide.

The man paused chewing. Like it was too much effort. “Off the trail, like this… hard to say. I think very close. Over the next line of hills, maybe.”

Boomi seemed unaffected by the forced march, and Grant was starting to feel a little worn-down. But a glance at the others told him they were a wreck. Their bodies weren't designed with any reserves. They had to stop as they overheated and gasped like fish on dry land. None of them had evolved on a planet either being chased by prey or chasing down large animals in packs like Grant and Boomi.

‘Grant,’ Bree’s voice again, urgent. ‘Large animals, fast, closing from behind.’

‘Zorses?’

‘No,’ the spider alien blinked her eyes from Boomi’s shoulder.

‘What then?’

But by then Pandy’s chin went up. “I can feel something coming…” she whispered.

“What?” Stimpt looked ready to cry.

“Something… hungry.”

Grant scanned the area around them. They were in a dell, surrounded by ridges of rocky hills.

“Stay here, take cover,” he ordered. Then grabbed the guide to drag with him.

Climbing out of the dell they peeked over the top of the nearest ridge in the direction Bree showed him. At first, nothing. Then something moved. He thought it might be a zorse that had escaped, but it moved wrong. Then it was followed by more. Reddish-brown creatures disguised to blend in with the red vegetation. Big, four-legged. Shaggy backs, low chisel-shaped heads.

They looked like nightmare hyenas – long-legged, hunched, jaws full of sawblade teeth, and eyes that glowed faint blue. Hyenas the size of ponies.

“Bonesnappers,” the guide hissed. Made a whimpering noise.

“Bad?”

“We’re dead…”

“Fuck that. How do we fight them off?”

“We don’t! A whole pack like that? They’ll tear us all down.”

“Give me something. Anything.” he growled at the guide.

“Climb to high ground,” the man said. “And pray they can't reach you.”

“Good enough for me...”

The two of them scrambled back to the others. “Pack of those hyena things,” he said.

“What hyena things?” Pandy wailed.

“We gotta find high ground.” He scanned the horizon in all directions. “That mountain, climb! Now!”

Pandy gawked. “Why don’t you just shoot them?”

“Because guns are loud, genius!” Grant snapped. “That’s how you get raiders showing up for dessert. We start shooting they'll know right where we are.”

The mountain would take hours to climb, but one of the lower peaks had a rocky ridge that just maybe people could climb but those things couldn’t. They made for the biggest pile of rock. Stones worn by time and elements. Grant stopped, looking back down. The whole goddam pack of them was running in their direction. Closing fast. They vanished dipping into the next ravine, temporarily out of sight.

Bree scampered up the rocky outcrop like it was flat ground on her eight legs. Boomi vaulted up after her, antennae flicking. Pandy made a big show of struggling but still scrambled up fast enough on all fours like a mountain lion once the first bonesnapper barked below them.

The locals, however, clambered like exhausted turtles, Stimpt moving like he’d never exercised a day in his life. Grant could’ve leapt straight to the top in four jumps with the low planetary gravity, but he stayed at the rear, covering them.

The pack loped up out of the dell they'd rested in and spotted them. Several giving barking cries before they broke into a run to pursue.

Shit… they don’t plan on fighting fair…

So neither would he. Up close they were ugly. Not much like hyenas at all except for general shape and size. A bit more like huge Frankenstein foxes.

“Climb faster!” he yelled at Stimpt.

He found a spot with good footing and turned to face them.

The first bonesnapper lunged. Grant swung the crude sword he’d taken from the raider, splitting its skull with a wet crack. It went down with a squeal and a shower of blood, and the others danced back for a moment. Then three more circled, darting in and out, jaws snapping. He slashed at one, kicked another away, but they were smart... probing, testing him.

A scream ripped through the twilight. Grant looked up just in time to see one of the locals get dragged off the rocks, torn apart in a frenzy of claws and teeth. Blood sprayed across the stone. While he'd been distracted the rest of the pack had gone around him.

Fuckers…

“Move!” Grant roared. He leapt straight over the beasts, landing on the rocky slope beside Stimpt where a monster was barking and snapping at him. One swing hacked off one of the bonesnapper’s hind legs and it went over backwards. Tumbling downslope squealing and bleeding.

He grabbed Stimpt by the back of his collar and carried him up the last stretch with one arm, like a sack of potatoes.

They reached the others on a ledge halfway up the face of the rock.

This would have to do.

“Don't let them onto the ledge,” he told them, handing his machete to Pandy. He drew a long claw-hammer lashed to his pack.

The barks and yips from below signaled the first wave of the attack. Bonesnappers hurled themselves at the rocks, claws scrabbling furiously as they tried to climb, jaws snapping with audible clacks as teeth gnashed inches from boots. Their glowing eyes shone in the hellish red light as they lunged, pawing for anything they could grab… ankles, clothing, even trying to bite their weapons. The ledge shook with the impact of their bodies slamming against the stone, their barking and yipping echoing through the dawn.

His companions fought like cornered animals... axes, knives, even rocks. Swinging wildly. Screaming and stabbing. Desperately trying to knock back the creatures that refused to stop coming. It was like a nightmare where no matter what you did the monster kept getting back up. Grunts, snarls, snapping jaws, the stink of blood and wet fur filling the air.

'Uh, guys?' Bree called.

Grant glanced over his shoulder after slamming his hammer into the skull of one of the creatures, sending it tumbling down among the others below.

At the back of the ledge, half-hidden by spindly thorn bushes, the arachnid alien was standing in a narrow crevasse.

“Please tell me that’s a cave,” Grant said.

'I went down about ten meters, and it keeps going deeper.'

“Into the hole!” Grant yelled.

At first nobody understood.

“Back! Into the cave. Follow Bree!” He pushed Boomi after the alien spider, then Pandy.

He stayed at the edge, fighting, sending the others ahead.

One by one, they squeezed into the crevasse. Grant was last man in, kicking and smashing the pack to give himself a gap then running for the opening. Scraping shoulders and gear against jagged stone until it opened into a dark, musty cave. Behind him, claws raked against rock as the bonesnappers snarled in frustration.

But they didn’t follow.

***

Darkness closed around Grant only a few steps from the cave opening. It was narrow, damp, and smelled like wet stone. He followed voices down the narrow passage stumbling in the dark. At the bottom the crevasse opened up and Grant could hear the others breathing heavily in the dark around him. He flicked on a flashlight, the beam cutting through the dark.

Scared, exhausted faces. He shone the light around to get a sense of where they were. The locals squinted against the unfamiliar, harsh white light.

The cross-section of the cave was hexagonal. Crumbling now, but flat planes that had been deliberately smoothed in some places. The walls were carved… shaped. Not natural.

“Uh... what the hell?” Grant muttered, glancing at the weird, angular symbols etched into the walls. “Anybody else think this looks way too deliberate for a cave?”

The two surviving locals shared a look and made a complex series of gestures like they were wiping something from their faces as they both repeated the same phrase: “Praise the Deep Ones, who raise the Shield of Heaven above us. May their gaze stay fixed below, and their wrath never rise.”

Stimpt exhaled sharply. “This mess looks old...”

“Thank you for the keen observation!” Pandy snapped. The catgirl was huddled low, arms wrapped around herself.

“Nah, you don't understand, starbuck... Older than anything on this planet has a right to be,” the prospector said, looking around. “I’m no tomb robber but I know rocks. The first settlers here didn't arrive more than a thousand years ago when their generation ship broke down. This stuff... way older'n that.”

“Umbrian... maybe,” Boomi said innocently.

“Shit... I hope not,” Stimpt made his own muttered prayer to the Star Goat.

“Well if it was carved out it leads somewhere,” Grant said, shining his light down the tunnel. “Let’s find out where.”

They moved deeper, flashlights bouncing across strange archways and narrow tunnels, all of them in the same hexagonal cross-section. The floor dipped lower until grant's light shone out a doorway and as they stepped through the walls opened up into a vast chamber.

“Mother-of-fuck...” Grant gasped, looking down.

They stood on the edge of a whole underground street. Not a tunnel, a street lined with buildings. All of them like the intersecting hexagons of a beehive, stood silent and empty. Their walls covered in unreadable writing. Some had collapsed, revealing metal conduits and cavities in the walls with pipes or wires. This wasn't some naturally occurring geological event or even the home of some godzilla-sized insects... this was purpose built by people.

Long dead but still eerie in the beam of Grant’s light.

Boomi let out a low whistle. “This… is nuts. Like... an actual lost city.”

Grant tried to joke but felt the weight of the place pressing in. “Great. First aliens, now I’m Indiana Jones.”

They walked in silence, staring around at the impossible place. Footsteps echoing against the crumbling stone walls of a forgotten city buried beneath the crust of Cerv-9. The air was thick with old dust and stranger things that clung to the tongue. The silence whispered in Grant’s ear after listening too hard for too long, but the familiar sound of their footsteps didn’t seem to belong down there, and every noise made his nerves fray.

Buildings loomed on either side, shaped by minds not quite aligned with human geometry. Carvings slithered across the walls like frozen moans. Overhead, the ceiling arched high like a cathedral, with strange lights flickering dimly in the distance.

Shit… maybe they weren’t alone down here.

Stimpt’s boot kicked something in the gutter and some metal trinket skittered down the street. Boomi paused to pick it up – a hexagonal coin. Obelisks stood like sentries at the intersections, etched with glyphs half-eaten by rust. Some appeared to be machines, others sculptures, all eroded beyond recognition. Grant kept one hand on his gun, and the other on his fraying nerves.

The street sloped downward until it spit them out onto a wide terrace. The group slowed to a halt. Staring. Below them was more of the bowl-shaped city. A dark lake at the bottom of the cavern. And rising from the lake was a colossal hexagon tower, its base vanishing into the water, its top braced against the ceiling like a pillar holding up the world. Windows glowed faintly along its height.

“Anyone else thinking creepy space cult?” Grant muttered.

‘People coming,’ Bree’s voice whispered in his head. ‘Not raiders.’

At the same time Pandy’s chin went up. “I can sense others…”

“Friendly?” Stimpt asked.

“They don’t want us here…” Pandy mumbled, sensing their feelings.

Grant drew his gun anyway. “Stay alert. Better safe than sorry.”

They saw the light first, from one of the nearby streets. Closer, they seemed to be glowing green lanterns on the end of tall poles. Then the shapes carrying them appeared… figures in flowing robes, carrying staffs topped with glowing crystals. They didn’t look like raiders.

Then several of them pulled back the hoods, revealing tattooed faces. The women paused a good distance and just waited.

“Thank the Deep Ones,” the older guide exclaimed. “Sisterhood of Bingen.”

One of the women stepped forward, her voice cold and sharp. “You have crossed into a place forbidden to all outsiders. None but the ordained may see the Great Delve. Tell us why we should not strike you down where you stand.”

“Great,” Grant muttered. “These crusty bitches are worse than the nuns.” As a kid he'd been sent to Catholic school. Once…

“Oh Sisters,” the guide went down on his knees. “Our party of devotees was set on by raiders. We fled into the wilderness… chased like animals… and took shelter in a cave. We did not know… would not have dared… to trespass. We had no choice.”

This caused the women to talk amongst themselves. Then three of them stepped forward and closing their eyes they started chanting. Grant felt a shiver run up his spine. A momentary sensation like someone had stuck their fingers in his brain and poked around. Then a relief as something blocked it.

‘They have powers,’ Bree spoke in his mind.

Then the cat-girl gave a surprised yip and took a half-step back. Pandy’s mouth froze and she closed her eyes. Moved forward like she was sleepwalking. The priestesses suddenly seemed to ignore everyone else, and they all turned to Pandy. They shuffled to surround her. The cat-ears flattened at first then flipped up, twitching in excitement. The two groups seemed to lock into some kind of silent exchange as Pandy’s recorders floated in a perfect circle around her, capturing every dramatic second.

'They're talking... sortof... sharing feelings really...' Bree informed Grant. ‘I think they’re empaths too…’

After a moment, the priestesses’ stances softened. One stepped forward and bowed slightly. “Welcome, sister from another world,” she said, voice echoing through the cavern. “You and your companions may enter the Temple of Bingen and its shelter.”

***

The priestesses led them back into the tunnels, their glowing staffs lighting the way through the endless hexagonal corridors. The air grew warmer as they climbed steadily upward, until they finally emerged back onto the surface. Bathed in the red sunlight at the permanent edge of morning. Broken stubble of ancient walls jutted from the ground… ruins long since scavenged for materials. Around them were newer buildings pieced together from the same stones, clustered around a wide hexagonal platform. Six towering crystals, each glowing with a faint blue light, stood like frozen lightning bolts on the platform.

Pandy’s steps slowed to a halt and the others joined her, taking it all in.

“You wanted to find where I made that feeler recording,” Stimpt said. “Well, there it is. Those folks see it as some sort of holy place, and after experiencing it myself, I could see why.”

“It's more than that,” Pandy said, slit-pupiled eyes going wide, mouth open. “It's the greatest empathicore performance ever recorded. And now I can have it...” 

Grant wasn't much for religion, but he still didn't much appreciate Pandy's greed for the thing. Her wide-open eyes were practically cartoon dollar signs.

Grant wiped sweat from his face, staring at the place. “Well,” he muttered. “This sure as hell beats hyena mountain.”

The nuns brought them into one of the buildings to warm them up and feed them. Treat the exhausted guides and even Stimpt. After a hot, bland meal in their communal dining hall, Grant wandered out onto the building terrace to look over the temple grounds some more.

The settlement around the platform felt like a medieval monastery… simple huts, small gardens, smoke from cooking fires drifting upward. Unlike most places on Cerv-9 that used the alcohol stoves, there was enough vegetation growing here the temple had actual woodfires, and the smell of the smoke was the only familiar thing. Monks and priestesses moved quietly about their chores, hammering tools, weaving cloth, or tending to livestock that included the hairy goats and some sort of fat beaver-like rodents they kept in hutches that apparently laid eggs.

It was all so absurdly normal after everything they’d gone through in the last 24 hours.

His solitary view didn’t last long. There was a familiar light step and Pandy skipped out onto the terrace to embrace the sunlight, wearing a plain version of the nun’s robes. The cat-girl was overjoyed, practically glowing as her floating recorders zipped around to film every moment.

“Viewers! We made it! Sacred journey vibes, total cosmic enlightenment arc!” Pandy beamed to her camera drones, striking poses like a windswept prophetess about to drop a synth-pop album. She gazed meaningfully into the void above, her hair tousled by the warm surface wind blowing off the burning dayside of the planet, then turned slightly to profile, lip trembling as if overwhelmed by destiny. The red alien sun made her glitter eyeliner catch like starlight on chrome. Grant didn’t even bother to roll his eyes. He figured if she got eaten by a bonesnapper, she’d still try to livestream it.

Pandy rushed into him, burying her cheek against his chest with a happy sigh, rubbing her scent on him like a cat marking its territory. She purred, loud and deliberate, clinging to his arm. “We did it,” she breathed, eyes wide. “My destiny. I feel like the stars aligned just for me, like I’ve been called to this moment my whole life. It's like the universe brought me here and said, 'You're the chosen one!'“

Above them, the main temple building clung to the side of the mountain, the six crystal pillars pulsing with pale green light that looked allergic to the hell-red sky. It was weirdly quiet, like the whole planet was holding its breath for a commercial break.

Grant squinted. “I'm not so sure this place is magical... More like the toys left over from the aliens who built it. You're looking for a spiritual awakening, this aint it.”

“Spiritual... No, dummy. My career. This is it. The harmonics in those pillars? They’re reactive, responsive like, living things. Once I drop a few tracks here, I’ll be famous across the Core Worlds. Maybe even the whole Known Space, if we dub the album into Galactic Basic.”

Of course... Pandy didn't want enlightenment... she wanted fame and fortune...

“Well I'm glad this entire death-march across Murder Highlands will get you a record deal.”

“Grant, sweetie, you said yourself this place had vibes. I mean, listen to that reverb!”

She sang part of a song into the air and even from a distance the pillars seemed to respond and send the feeling of it coursing through his body like an orchestra.

Pure joy…

“That's probably a soul screaming,” he shook it off.

“Perfect background texture.” She grinned. “And don’t worry, your bonus is safe. Just make sure none of the locals try to crash my recording sessions, and get me off this rock when I'm done laying down fire. Deal?”

He looked down at the temple, then at her zipping camera drones.

“Fine,” he sighed. “But I’m taking a hazard bonus. And if I get impaled by a cultist, I want a producer credit.”

Pandy blew him a kiss. “You'd never let that happen.”

***

After half a moon they were brought into a larger hall where the grand high pope of the alien ruin gave them permission to stay while Pandy ‘communed with the crystals’. The woman was older, orange skin wrinkled around the yes, robed in heavier, more ornate cloth. Pandy and the priestesses all clasped hands and seemed to commune silently.

Bree sidled up to Grant, her voice in his head. ‘They’re sharing memories and emotions. She’s telling them why we’re here. And they like her. A lot.’

Great... that's all the spoiled influencer needed, another boost to her ego...

After what felt like an eternity, the high priestess stepped back and nodded. “She is welcome. As are you, for now.”

Then she turned to her underling nuns. “We must prepare for the great conjoining. We must celebrate this with the song of the spires.”

They started talking their local mumbo-jumbo about the Deep Ones and sky gods after that, so Grant tuned out. He went looking for a drink and discovered they had a winery that turned a local desert succulent that grew among the rocks into booze. It was supposed to be for ceremonial purposes, but Grant flirted with the nun in charge and got a bottle of the stuff; had a decent kick. Bit like mescal.

The priestesses kept the sacramental wine stash behind locked door with a sign that read 'Holy Use Only. Not For non-believers and offworlders.' Which just made it taste better.

He sat slouched on the balcony of the dormitory building, half a bottle in, gazing at the alien temple as the crystal pillars did their glow-stick rave in the sunset haze.

Boomi found him there, hopping up on his lap to curl into his side with a sigh and a belly that looked like she was smuggling a beach ball full of popcorn shrimp. “You better not be too drunk,” she murmured.

Too drunk for what?

He kissed her. Soft, sweet. His hand found her belly, rubbing over the warm bulge. He could swear it kicked back. “How are there nine in there?”

“You put them in, remember?” she said proudly.

“I remember. I also remember you had something to do with it.”

She smiled. “We needed backups.”

They kissed again, lazy and lingering, the wine turning everything soft around the edges. Boomi traced circles on his chest. “High Priestess gave Pandy ten moons to sing her praises before we have to leave.”

“We’re not staying that long,” Grant sniffed.

“Good. I’ll be glad to get moving. I don’t want to give birth here. I want to get home. I want Chex to do it.”

Grant felt an odd calm at the thought. “I’ll be there,” he said solemnly. “Whatever you need. I’ll hold your hand during the contractions and you can yell at me all you want when you scream and tell me this is all my fault. I can find, like, ice chips and, like, do breathing techniques? You won't have to do it alone. I’ll boil water if I have to.”

Boomi blinked. Then she burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?’

She stared at him like an idiot. “You think we push them out? What are we, ferals? They pop a short-range tunneling dimensional portal over my womb and teleport them out like dumplings!”

“They... what?”

“You actually thought...” Boomi could barely stop laughing to talk. “I'd be squeezing a dozen clorvox-melons out of my joy-hole?” she spluttered, practically falling off his lap she laughed so hard. “I'd b-be r-ruined!” she giggled hysterically.

He gritted his teeth until she stopped laughing, wiping a tear from her eye, antennae glowing orange. “Sometimes I forget you come from a primitive dirtworld.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled.

“Barbarian,” she grinned.

“Well I got 'em in there, didn’t I? That was the hard part.”

She looked at him, affectionate and sly. “Did I tell you? I managed to keep my bag of emergency supplies when the raiders attacked. Still got the last pack of condoms.”

“Umm.”

“Wanna practice making more?” she said shyly.

In reply he stood up, carrying her in his arms.

“Your room or mine?” They'd each been given tiny, spartan monk cells in the dormitory.

“I plan on being loud,” she whispered, kissing his ear.

“Okay, so... neither...”

They snuck off, giggling, finally settling on a quiet corner of the winery in an underground vault, between barrels stamped with sun-glyphs and embossed logos for Holy Harvest Reserve. In moments they'd stripped down, her pale backside catching the dim light just right, and he was already hard. For a while he forgot all about cults, temples, and pain-in-the-ass cat girls.

For a while.

***

After three moons of Pandy recording every song she could on the crystal platform, storing the empathicore feelsongs in her tiny drones, the locals were having a big deal about dressing Pandy up as an honorary member for a final ceremony. From the temple grounds below, Grant caught a look at her all dressed up as she was led onto the platform, and climbed the steps and stand among the crystals with the priestesses. He’d been seeing it all week – and feeling it – but it still impressed. The green-tinged crystals began to hum, low and resonant, like a choir warming up. Only this time the priestesses joined in, their choir of voices weaving together in an empathy-fueled harmony that seemed to vibrate through the bones.

He could feel the vibration in his chest. A hundred priestesses lined the glowing hexagonal crystal dais, each swaying in perfect sync, draped in ceremonial robes that shimmered in the green light. Their voices wove together in harmonic layers, amplified by the six massive crystal pillars pulsing pale green light. The sound wasn’t just heard. It was felt.

Like… in his feelings…

Grant staggered back a step.

Memories came slamming into him. Like water drawn up from a well. The feeler song… touching something inside him. Childhood in a tin-can trailer that leaked in the rain. The smell of mildew and burnt soup. Moving every few months like a ghost. The cold, sharp panic of waking up strapped to a slab on a UFO. Then later…

Alice. Jane. Honey. Merin. And Boomi.

His found family. The only real home he’d ever known. His chest burned like someone had unzipped him and dumped in a bucket of feelings. He glanced sideways. Boomi was silently crying, antennae dangling, her belly cradled like she was holding all the pain and joy in the galaxy.

He reached for her hand. She squeezed back.

And then…

Nothing.

The entire empathic hurricane just… vanished.

Grant blinked. He still heard the chanting. Still saw the shimmering light show. But the emotional gut punch was gone. No memories. No feelings. Just a guy standing there wondering if he’d just had a stroke.

Bree scuttled by sideways, hopped up onto the bench and cleaned her forelimbs compulsively in the feathery mandibles of her mouth hole. ‘That was getting real itchy,’ she said, tapping her legs in irritation.

“What… what just happened?” Grant croaked.

‘Oh. I turned it off.’

“You what?” Grant croaked.

She squinted at the crystals like they were bad lawn ornaments. ‘It’s just an empathic frequency broadcast. Like emotional background radiation. Some kind of primitive broadcast network. Probably meant to power something else.’

Boomi sniffled. “You can turn it off?”

‘Sure. Blocked it. Am I the only one with a psychic firewall?’

“You blocked a holy psionic mind experience like it was an ad popup,” Grant muttered.

‘They weren’t even very good at it,’ Bree shrugged. ‘Lowest common denominator stuff. One-step-above mood lighting. Real telepaths don’t need crystal antennas and choir robes to project feelings. Buncha psychic interns out here singing their little hearts out like it's going to move the galaxy.’

She spotted Stimpt sleeping on a bench nearby and her attention shifted. She giggled. ‘Oh I am so going to make him have a dream about a circus clown and being attracted to his grandmother!’ she chuckled, scuttling off.

Grant stared after her. “Okay. That happened.”

“I was processing my whole childhood trauma.” Boomi hiccup-laughed. “My stupid uncle, my cousins’ torture, the guilt, the shame… and then…”

“…then she just turned it off,” Grant said.

Boomi’s voice was tight, careful. “Sometimes she scares me, Garnt. She has powers no creature should have. That thing in her… it’s not natural. If she ever lost control... if she ever got angry enough or hurt enough... I don’t think we could stop her. Not you, not me, not anyone.”

She hesitated, guilt in her eyes. “I love that little girl. I do. But I think she could grow into something none of us are ready for. Maybe even something terrible.”

She glanced at the trembling pillars. “Sorry… I just... I needed to say it out loud.”

“Don’t.”

“I know!” Boomi said. “It breaks my heart but look at the power she has... it could destroy--”

He turned slowly, looking her in the eye. Calm. Firm. “She’s not a weapon. She’s a child.”

Boomi still looked worried. “For now.”

Grant didn’t budge. “You know what kids like Bree need? Safety. Routine. Encouragement. The freedom to mess up without getting punished for being different. They need someone to tell them they’re not monsters. That they’re not too much. They need stability. Compassion. A bedtime.” He thought back to his own childhood. “They need someone to love them, no matter what.”

“Garnt...”

He cut her off. “You want to keep her from growing up into a monster?”

Like they always said I would be...

“Start by treating her like a person. Not a problem.”

Boomi took his hand and squeezed hard. But she was smiling now. “This is why... This is why I know you'll be a good father.” She kissed him. “Okay... we do it your way. I'm sorry I spoke badly about your little sister.”

It took Grant a while to process that. And when he finally did, he wiped a tear out of his eye and stood up.

“Wonder if anybody here makes a decent goat-burger?” Grant wondered out loud and followed his nose towards the kitchen, taking a swig from the bottle.

They found something as close to a hamburger as they were likely to get and settled on a terrace bench with a grilled goat chop between two slabs of fresh bread, watching the perpetual sunset. Stimpt snoring on one of the benches nearby. He offered Boomi a bite and she took the sandwich. She made a face after tasting it but didn’t give it back and kept eating.

“That's... different. What’s that taste?” Boomi chewed the gamey roast goat sandwich like it was a dare she refused to lose.

He held up the half-eaten sandwich and squinted at it like a jeweler examining a cursed gem.

“I'm getting notes of barnyard panic,” he said. “Mid-range bleats with a grassy finish. And a bold, defiant musk that screams 'this goat fought back’. Pairs well with tap water.”

Boomi snatched it back. “Hungry,” was all she said.

The girl slid next to him on the bench and lifted his free arm to drape over her shoulder as she snuggled against his chest.

Even Grant, jaded as he was, felt something stir in his chest.

“Job’s done. Bonus time, right?” she said.

Grant snorted. “Yeah. Just gotta get back to Slagport alive first.”

Somewhere above them, Pandy raised her hands dramatically for the recorders, singing along as if she’d been born to it. The drones hovered in perfect formation, capturing every tear-jerking note for her blerpisode audience.

She thought she was recording a millin-dollar feeler. She might be right.

Grant was considering making another sandwich after Boomi devoured all of his, when a voice behind him said, “Garnt? As I live and breathe!”

He turned to see a lanky guy in dusty explorer gear, goggles pushed up on his forehead, flanked by a couple of similarly academic-looking types. It was Timlan, the archeologist.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again!” the azurian beamed.

Grant shrugged. “Didn’t think I would either.”

“Were you wrapped up in that terrible business with the pilgrims?” the man looked stricken.

“You could say that.”

“Absolutely terrible! To think the raiders would dare operate this close to the Temple. I heard a group of them managed to get away… arrived an hour ago. Including Marntha and her family.”

Grant had almost forgotten about them. Was glad to hear they’d escaped alive.

The archeologists offered them hospitality at their camp just outside the settlement. Offworlder solidarity. They didn't get many visitors from off the planet and seemed eager to talk to regular folks. It wasn’t much… tents, half-dug pits, tables piled with broken pottery and weird metal fragments… but it had a modern battery powered bank of heaters, camp chairs, and a portable sonic shower which they offered Boomi. Grant took a seat, while Boomi gratefully accepting a proper shower.

Turned out they were a small team of archeologists funded by a consortium of corporations called the Azurian Deep Heritage Survey to look for ancient alien dig sites in need of preservation. By 'preservation' Grant assumed they meant corporate pillaging before anyone else could get their hands on any ancient technology. His mind flashed back to the asteroid research facility he'd been trapped in. Corporate R&D trying to find uses for leftover technology they didn't have a clue about.

After hearing the story of how they’d survived the raider attack and stumbled into the forbidden underground city, the senior archeologist nearly choked on his cup. “You saw it? The priestesses haven’t let me near it in a year! Do you know what I’d give to even glimpse that city?”

Grant smirked. “Might be able to draw you a map to the cave entrance. What they don't know won't hurt them.”

The archeologist launched into an excited nerd-rant about their work at the site. The ruins were likely umbrian, over a hundred thousand years old, far predating human settlement. He proudly showed off a table full of artifacts… bits and ends that seemed made out of resin, metal tools, and shattered bits of some kind of alien tech. He went on about how every Umbrian computer they’d ever discovered seemed incomplete. Like the devices had half the parts missing and without them the technology wouldn’t work. Grant thought back to the tech he’d seen on the umbrain ghost ship – the inside filled with living fungal lattice that formed both wires, circuits and processors.

But Timlan had already gone on, eager to unveil his pride and joy: a scrap of textile kept in a glassine sample container. “Self-regenerating diamond lattice fabric. Still alive! No one can replicate it. The single rarest artifact I’ve ever found.”

Recently returned from the shower Boomi piped up cheerfully. “Oh, hey, I’ve got one of those!” She unzipped her jacket and proudly showed the intact umbrian spacesuit from the ghost ship she wore underneath.

Timlan froze. His eye twitched. Then he crumpled like a sack of rocks. Unconscious.

Grant rubbed his face. “Great job, Boomi. Next time maybe don’t tell strangers about the priceless alien loot we’re carrying.”

Boomi gulped and looked a bit sorry. “Good thing we didn’t tell him about the working mushroom computer we stole.”

***

They tried to revive the archeologist without much success and one of the juniors went out for some water to splash him in the face. While they were waiting, Boomi prodded the scrap of cloth.

“You think we could sell some of the umbrain stuff to pay off the ship?” she asked absently.

“Trust me, if I thought we could without getting killed I would have. Nobody is going to believe we just found the one. Or at the very least they’d come after us to find out where we got it. Something that valuable… that’s worth killing for.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said sadly.

Horns split the air.

Not musical. Not celebrating. Their mournful blare echoing through the temple grounds. Grant felt the sound in his chest, sharp and cold. Shouts followed, then the unmistakable screams of people dying.

“What the hell now?” he whispered.

The junior archeologist returned to the tent, bucket empty, face panicked.

“Raiders!” she yelled. Blue skin pale.

So much for holy ground keeping anyone safe.

‘Bree?’ he reached out with his thoughts.

‘It’s them,’ the alien confirmed. ‘The same ones who attacked us before. And they’ve still got lasers.’

Grant was on his feet instantly. Swung the shotgun sheath on his back and unlimbered his Remington. Chambered a round before thumbing an extra shell into the tubular magazine.

Nothing to stop me shooting this time...

“Boomi, look after these folks. Bree... protect Pandy if you can.”

‘I can help!’ the alien spider insisted.

“Me too!” Boomi shouted, already checking the load in her 22 rifle.

“I know you can… but this is what I’m good at. Just let me do it. I need you to stay safe or what’s the point of this whole mission.”

'Oakey dokey' the alien said in his head.

But when he turned back to Boomi she shook her head, jaw set, antennae twitching. “Not a chance. I’m with you.”

Grant swore under his breath. “Fine. Bree… Pandy duty. Keep her breathing. You four,” he said to the archeologists. “Get to the singing platform. You'll be safer there.”

Grant and Boomi sealed up their Umbrian suits with a touch on the wrist controls. The collars hissed as they grew the fishbowl helmets in place with a faint electric hum. Timlan, half-revived, took one look at the pair of priceless ancient relics in action and fainted dead away a second time.

Boomi checked the bolt on Grant’s .22 rifle, which looked hilariously oversized in her hands but packed the punch of an anti-materiel rifle compared to local weapons. Grant spun the cylinder on his .357, and felt the familiar weight settle into his hands.

“Let’s go ruin the day of some motherfuckers.”

Outside the tent the two of them sped up in the direction of the fighting.

The temple grounds were on fire, smoke curling into the bloody dawn sky. Raiders sprinted through the courtyards, hacking down anyone they found, stuffing valuables into sacks, and torching everything they couldn’t carry. The ones with lasers seemed to fire into anything at random, just for the fun of watching the laser beams start fires. Blue energy beams hissed past, striking walls with bright flashes, while swords and bullets did the rest.

Boomi launched herself onto a rooftop with a slight 'hup' of effort, her movements effortless in the relative low gravity of Cerv-9. Grant watched her go with a hitch of apprehension. She bounded from one building to another, firing down into the mob. Each shot of the .22 punched clean through raiders, flinging them backwards in sprays of blood.

She’s fine… other than you and Bree she’s the most dangerous person on the planet…

He forced himself to head the other way, towards the thick of the fighting. Grant arrived at the street where the mass of raiders were pouring up through the village towards the singing spires. The mob saw him and turned their attention his way.

“Throw up your hands! I want your guns!” Grant shouted with a grin.

Just can't help yourself, can you...

Predictably, they either charged him or shot at him. Suited Grant just fine. He stepped into the first street and unloaded his shotgun into the packed mob. The blasts were deafening, each load of buckshot turning raiders into bloody smears. One, two, three… each trigger pull thundered through his chest. When the front rank of the charge disintegrated under the withering fire, the mob paused and Grant reloaded, thumbing more shells into the gun.

“Too slow,” he told them and started shooting again.

These were the bastards who had attacked his camp. Cut down the pilgrims. Made him and Boomi run ragged through the wilderness and almost get eaten by bonesnappers.

The cold white rage of adrenalin started to fill his body.

When the shotgun clicked empty the second time, he slung it. The urge to use his hands was nearly choking him. He needed to feel these guys suffer.

He charged them.

A raider swung a crude axe at his head. Grant ducked, drove his shoulder into the man’s ribs, and snapped his spine with a vicious twist. Another came in from the side with a spear; Grant caught it, yanked the raider in close, and buried the other guy’s axe in the man’s neck. He kicked a third hard enough to send him crashing straight through a flimsy stone wall. He felt clubs and swords and other blades faintly as they rebounded off his diamond-hard armor. One of them even got a lucky shot and hit him with a laser that barely registered in his senses as a prickly feeling.

He left a growing circle of raider corpses around him.

The raider leader finally noticed him… a hulking brute with a stolen laser rifle, riding on a half-dead hover trike adorned with leathery faces skinned off his enemies that farted smoke. A tower of twisted meat and bad attitude, he wore a vest made of zorsemane hide with some sort of primitive metal plate armor.

This fucko didn't lead his raiders with charisma. He led with the promise that if you disobeyed, he'd eat your boots… feet still in 'em.

Grant caught his voice as he yelled. Like a belt sander, yelling at a monk he’d just clubbed to “Die faster, you coward.”

Then he turned on Grant.

“Kill that one!” he bellowed, summoning reinforcements. Grant caught a glimpse of his mouth full of gold teeth and decay.

Raiders poured up towards Grant, bullets peppering Grant’s suit while laser blasts splashed harmlessly against the armor. The impacts stung, heat soaking through, but he wasn’t feeling them… or anything. As he pushed forward.

Grant fought like a storm. He smashed skulls with the butt of his shotgun, tore weapons from hands, sometimes with the arms still attached, and hurled raiders bodily into walls. His necroplanet strength relative to these guys felt like he was superman. Every punch was a sledgehammer, every kick to the groin a wrecking ball. Left a trail of bodies behind him.

The raiders regrouped, forming a crude shield wall. Dozens of them locked together, advancing as one. Grant drew the .357 and fired, each shot punching straight through their shields, the man carrying it and at least one or two guys behind him. They were made out of paper mache. Dropping men screaming to the ground. He kept firing... boom boom boom... until the six shots were spent and the shield wall broke apart.

He roared, charging. Barreled through the line like an offensive tackle, scattering raiders like ragdolls. Until he reached the boss.

The raider chief stood in the stirrups of his trike, levelling his laser rifle, and fired point-blank into Grant’s chest. Heat slammed through the armor, burning his skin beneath, but Grant just gritted his teeth and kept coming. He grabbed the chief by the neck, hoisted him up like a child by the throat, and with one brutal wrench ripped his skull and spine clean out like unzipping a jacket.

“Fuck me!” he muttered. hadn't meant to do that. The guy just... came apart.

While he stood there in the rain of blood, stunned with his trophy screaming in his hands, Boomi arrived. The little hoplite landing on a rooftop nearby, her rifle barking as she cut down raiders trying to regroup. The tide turned fast. With their leader gone, panic spread through the mob.

But it wasn’t the threat from him and Boomi that broke the raiders.

The temple crystals burned blinding green. That was Grant's first clue.

The second was the high-pitched whistle in his skull, like someone grinding a tuning fork against his brainstem. Dust lifted off the flagstones. Cracks appeared in the berserk faces of the raiders. A madman with a sword and a severed human head hanging off his belt by the hair dropped to their knees, nose bleeding. Another screamed.

A collective, sobbing wail went up from the raiders.

‘Oh now they decide to do something,’ Bree said in his head. He could practically visualise an eye-rolling teen. ‘The nuns are fighting back.’

Grant looked up at the six crystals on the high platform above the temple grounds. The priestesses were gathered there, hand-in-hand, chanting. Hair spread like static lightning. Eyes pure white. The air shimmered around them like it was underwater.

The crystals were reacting to them. Generating a merciless terror inside the mass of invaders.

Welp… one thing he’d learned when dealing with bullies. Always kick them when they were down.

As the raiders broke from the mental assault, Grant and Boomi moved like executioners through the temple grounds mopping up – reload, fire, reload, fire – methodically cutting down the last pockets of resistance. Screams and laser fire echoed through the burning courtyards. By the time the final shot rang out, the handful of survivors were fleeing into the red wilderness, dropping weapons in terror.

The storm of psychic power began to ebb. The noise in his skull dropped to a buzz. The priestesses dropped to the ground, unconscious but unharmed. The crystals dimmed. The temple stopped shaking.

Grant lowered his shotgun, breath fogging inside the helmet, heart hammering like a war drum. Around him, half the temple burned, bodies strewn in the flickering light.

“Well,” he said, voice flat. “I think we might have overstayed our welcome.”

Boomi landed beside him from the nearest rooftop, helmeted head tilting in a grin he could feel. “What do you think we should charge them for this?”

***


Chapter 22    : Slipstream

Three days after the temple massacre, Grant, his crew and their client were finally heading south again.

They’d traded a pile of looted raider laser rifles at Stormreach to the local constabulary for enough cash that they could afford express tickets... first class this time. The twenty-odd offworld weapons were worth a small fortune to the local economy and in Cerv-9 terms they were now very rich.

Grant’s first stop had been the local bank, where he dumped a small mountain of Cerv-9 cash onto the counter and asked for offworld currency sticks. The teller gave him the kind of smile that said tourist ripoff incoming and politely explained that local law forbade exchanging Cerv-9 funds for interstellar currency… a handy way to keep offworld wealth trapped on-planet. He opened a local account, deposited the cash, and figured maybe one day he’d find a way to get it out… if the planet’s government didn’t collapse first.

“Maybe we could move here if we can't pay off the ship,” Boomi tried to cheer him up.

It was a backwater, but it was the closest thing to Earth he'd found this side of the galaxy. Maybe not the worst idea ever...

The sleek armored express train hummed like a predator as it barreled down the planet’s twilight belt. It had taken three days on the train up and the express promised to cover the trip to the equator in under twenty hours.

Their exit from the holy temple hadn’t been a parade.

The priestesses were pissed about the raider attack and blamed Grant for bringing them there. Pandy has graciously intervened and saved them a confrontation... or he was sure she thought so. Truth was, the only ones who would have suffered from a fight was the nuns. After bleeding to save them, Grant wasn’t about to get punished for it. He might not have ripped through them with his shotgun but they for goddam sure wouldn't have liked the outcome much if they picked a fight. Either way, the temple was happy to see them all gone.

Snow whipped sideways off the Stormreach rail platform, frost sticking to Grant's coat collar where his breath crystalized. The express train loomed like a sleek segmented submarine, all steel and heat plumes, its maglev plates glowing a sullen red under the chassis. There had been a delay boarding, leaving them all freezing their asses off on the platform. Something about a late-addition car being added. Extra cargo compartment on the end of the train for a rush delivery down south.

He pointed towards the first-class car at the front of the train.

“That one,” he said, thumbing toward it. “Heated seats, unlimited snacks, no piss smell. We’re doing this civilized.”

Boomi smiled, holding Bree with mittened hands. “I love it when you pretend we have class.”

Pandy purred, visibly preening under the imagined spotlight of luxury. “Ooooh, first class? You do know how to treat a lady,” she cooed. “Velvet cushions, free snacks, climate control... perhaps, a foot rub and a jewel-encrusted bubble bath?”

As the heavy door cranked open like the hatch on a submarine, the porter lowered the steps to the platform and Grant ushered everybody to board.

“I beg your pardon!”

The voice was crisp. Clipped. Shaped like it had been passed through three generations of elite boarding school and filtered through a private club.

They turned.

She was local. Rich by the look. Maybe married to one of the train barons. Flanked by her entourage of manservants. Orange-skinned and tight-laced, she looked like an antique porcelain doll dipped in Sunset Sherbet. Her tailored skirt suit coordinated jewel tones. Her hair was coiled into an impossible tower of sapphire curls with a feathered lace veil.

Two strapping butlers loomed behind her. One carried a parasol. The other, a lacquered medical satchel that probably contained spare bitchiness and powdered contempt.

“Excuse me,” the Baroness said icily. “But this is the first-class embarkation line.”

Grant blinked. “Cool. So what are you doing here, then?”

Her nostrils flared like a fancy teapot. “I shall not be jostled by some... offworld mercenary entourage.”

“That’s Mister Offworld Mercenary Entourage, thanks.”

One of the butlers stepped forward, muscle rippling beneath his embroidered coat. He reached toward Pandy with an indulgent, placating smile. “Now, miss, if you’ll just wait for your—”

Snap.

Grant moved like a trap spring. The butler’s wrist bent backward with an audible pop. He went down on one knee, yelping like a neutered terrier.

Grant didn’t let go. He leaned in, inches from the man’s face. “Try that again and I’ll feed you this hand.”

The train porter all but teleported in between them. “Gentles! Gentles! Please! Uhh... Mr. Garnt is a verified Gold-Tier Plus ticket holder! Fully cleared for first-class passage!”

The Baroness gave Grant a look like he’d tracked mud on her priceless museum rug. “Of course he is,” she said with a resigned sigh. “Nothing is sacred anymore. Now it seems I must share my journey with whores.”

She swept past him like a warship, leaving a wake of perfume and judgement. Her entourage followed, the injured butler cradling his wrist and shooting Grant a look of confused horror.

With Pandy securely passed out in her private first-class cabin, dreaming of megastardom, Grant and Boomi slipped away from the others after boarding. The train porter, a thin tangerine-skinned local with a too-wide smile, pocketed the cash Grant handed him without a word and waved them upstairs to the empty upper level of the dining car. It was quiet, all velvet seats and polished tables… fancy enough that Grant felt underdressed even in a priceless alien spacesuit.

It even had a steel reinforced observation bubble with seating area that let you look out over the top of the train.

“Privacy, booze, and decent food. Now this is frontier luxury,” Grant said, settling into a chair.

Boomi grinned, antennae twitching. “Way better than almost getting eaten by hyena-monsters.”

Grant shrugged. “It's a tough job but it has its' perks. Explore the galaxy, visit strange new worlds, meet exotic aliens… and kill them.”

Uniformed porters brought them the Cerv-9 equivalent of a five-star meal. Grant found it a bit bland but then so was most alien food.

Grant speared a chunk of steaming lamb from his plate and leaned back in the velvet booth of the upper-level dining lounge. The train hummed beneath them, cutting through the snow fields like a blade through foam. The panoramic window showed a blur of passing wilderness.

Boomi sprawled beside him, boots up, chopsticks in one hand and humming off-key to whatever song was bouncing around in her head. Something about wanting to suck toes.

Then the ruckus started.

Muffled below them, the unmistakable raised voice of a Karen who wanted to speak to your manager.

“—customary right! I dine above, not amidst the common rabble!”

Grant paused mid-bite. “Oh... great.”

The sound of polite resistance, followed by the polite thud of a porter being shoved out of the way. A moment later, the upper stairwell filled with lace, attitude, and orange skin.

The Baroness.

She swept into the upper dining car. Her two butlers loomed behind, dragging the poor porter by the elbow.

Her eyes landed on Grant. Then Boomi. Then back to Grant.

She went through the full emotional cycle: surprise, recognition, disgust, outrage, and finally settled on disdain. He guessed it was her default setting.

“I have changed my mind,” she announced, nostrils flared. “I will not dine in the presence of offworld ruffians. Especially not ones who consort with such... brazen sluts.”

Boomi blinked. “Wait, which one is the slut? Me or Pandy?”

Grant stood. Calm. Deadly calm. “Charming. You know where I come from you either learn a bit of manners and class or you get what's coming from being a big-mouthed bitch.”

“I certainly won't be--”

“You owe Boomi an apology.”

The Baroness snorted. “I will do no such thing.”

The butlers shifted. The uninjured one stepped forward with way too much confidence for someone in his position.

Grant locked eyes. “How’s your friend’s wrist? Wonder if you want to find out how much of a friend he is when I break both your arms and you can't wipe your own ass.”

The butler stopped like he'd run into an invisible wall. He stepped back.

The Baroness made a sound like she'd bitten into a lemon wrapped in tax paperwork. She turned on her heel with a swirl of skirts. “Come. We’ll dine privately.”

She eyed Boomi with barely disguised contempt and, as she turned away, muttered, “One of us dresses for dignity, the other for attention. I’ll let you decide which is which.”

Grant sat back down. Boomi grinned at him, cheeks pink.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said. She crunched a piece of crispy goat between her teeth. “Still. Nice to know you care if someone calls me a slut.”

Grant raised a brow. “You mad?”

Boomi tilted her head. “Are you kidding? I am your slut. Best job I ever had. And you? Boning like a goddamn champion.”

Grant coughed into his drink.

“Besides,” Boomi added, flicking a piece of rice at him, “I don’t care what she thinks. I’m not here for her. I’m here for you.”

Grant grinned, the heat rising behind his ears. He reached for another bite of lamb and tried very hard not to let the stupid smile take over his face. Then the albino girl pushed her plate aside and moved to straddle him in his chair. He tasted the lamb spices on her tongue when they kissed.

“We shouldn’t be doing this… not when you’re… so far along…”

Her belly somehow looked even bigger. Like she’d grown overnight.

“Uh-huh…” she whispered, kissing his neck. Her feathery antennae brushed his cheek. “It would be wrong.”

She stripped out of her clothes and left the umbria suit on the floor. Naked bundle of curves plopping back down in his lap. He was rapidly losing the fight to hold back… and she was enjoying it.

She backed her ass up against him. “You don’t have to do anything, I’ll do all the work”

He squeezed her backside in his hands, plumper, maybe, but still firm under the pregnancy padding. She rubbed it against his crotch sighing in satisfaction as she felt him getting harder every moment. There was a moment she hissed an indrawn breath as he gave in and squeezed her tits.

“Tender,” she murmured almost apologetically.

But as he nibbled her ear and gently massaged, she gave a small giggle of pleasure. She guided one hand between her legs and found her gushy as apple pie. She moaned in pleasure.

“I’ll be such a good girl for you…”

He stroked her harder, unable to hold back.

“Thank you, daddy,” she moaned. But within a minute she broke away and turned to face him. “I want to taste you now.”

On her knees she struggled to fit him between her lips. As she tasted him her eyelids fluttered in pleasure. She couldn’t fit his entire dick in her mouth, no matter how hard she tried, but she wrapped her lips and tongue around the end and squeezed the shaft up and down in both hands, saliva dripping between her fingers.

His hand was on the back of her head as it bobbed up and down, gulping his dick, when they heard voices echoed up the stairwell.

“I'm afraid the dining car is closed!” the porter protested.

Then Pandy’s angry voice: “Oh, it’s open now. Trust me.”

Grant froze, Boomi still with a mouthful of his cock, both of them naked and breathless as Pandy climbed the stairs and stepped into the room, eyes narrowed, recorders hovering like vultures. She scanned the room – looked right at them – and then away.

“Hmph. Not here...” the cat-girl muttered to herself.

Whaaa?

The catgirl fumed. “Ugh, if Boomi ruins my blerpisode debut, I swear I’m ripping her antennae out.”

She stomped away, muttering to herself, recorders trailing behind.

Grant blinked. “What the hell just happened?”

“My momt mknow,” Boomi said, mouth still full.

From the couch in the observation bubble, the eight-legged basketball form of Bree dropped down. 'I made her think the room was empty. You’re welcome.'

“You... what?”

'I just updated her visual input a bit...'

“Wait...” Grant stared. “You could’ve done that the whole time?”

‘Duh,’ she said. ‘I know… I know… no mind-reading while you’re doing grown-up body-squishing things…’

***

The observation bubble couch was soft, the girl was softer, and the view out the dome was almost romantic as the red-tinted twilight stretched to the horizon.

Boomi’s thigh was warm against his, the velvet cushions under them cost more than Grant's first car, and he had a bottle of fruity crap in his hand that some porter swore was ‘artesian sparklewine from a triple-fermented ice reef’ and tasted like purple battery acid.

She was snuggled up against him in one of those rail-issued sleep shirts that barely covered her belly, which was about the size of a loaded basketball. Hoplite pregnancy was fast and weird. So were hoplites. Especially his.

Her antennae were glowing pink – her version of afterglow – and she was smiling like a girl who just finished a bowl of ice-cream.

“I'll be glad to get back home... I miss everyone,” she murmured, then stroked his chest down to cup his balls. “But I’m really gonna miss this.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “That why you nearly dislocated my hip? You know... maybe you should take it easy given your... uh... condition.”

“You mean I'm so big I might pop like a balloon?” She gave a lazy little giggle and nuzzled his neck. “I keep telling you; hoplite women are tough. When else am I going to get all this hard pounding to myself?”

“Yeah well... not entirely to yourself. Pandy thinks I'm her personal scratching post.”

Boomi just rolled her eyes and stretched, the hem of the shirt climbing over sticky thighs.

“She doesn't count. That’s client relations. Gotta keep ‘em happy.”

Grant blinked. “That's generous of you.”

“Better you than me,” she giggled. “Honestly? Pandy’s not so bad. She’s just… too ambitious.”

He relaxed, holding her, feeling the train hum beneath them, a low vibration that he felt vaguely in the base of his cock. Or maybe that was just Boomi. Outside the observation dome, the horizon of Cerv-9 rolled by in orange and cherry-colored streaks. They were flying down the terminator zone... a lot faster on the return trip express than the two-day trip north. 17 hours start to finish. According to the conductor’s last announcement, they were less than an hour from the Serpentine, and from there it was a straight shot to Brightside and the starport. They'd be back in skip space in less than a day if they didn't screw around.

And from there... Slagport, the girls, collect a fat bonus from Glyn and pay off the debts on his ship.

There was a noise downstairs. Raised voices.

Grant's attention snapped back to the present.

Boomi yawned. ”If that’s Pandy again,” she mumbled. “Tell her I’m in post-nut communion and she can wait her turn. If its that uptight bitch tell her to slip and fall on one of these meat skewers.”

But Grant knew panic when he heard it. That wasn’t diva screeching or even Karen yelling. That was 'oh-shit' yelling.

He lifted Boomi to slide out from the couch and padded barefoot to the top of the little stair down to the lower part of the dining compartment. He glanced down.

Their uniformed porter was trying to block a group of steerage passengers. The porter was saying something about access restrictions.

He better... I tipped him enough for this private room....

And then, as the guy was still trying to shoo them off, Grant caught the flash of metal in one man's hand. The porter's words cut off with a wet gurgle.

The knife came away red and blood ran down the fancy uniform.

Fuck! They just shanked him...

The guy who did it – a wiry local in a dust-covered poncho – pulled one of those spiteful four-barrel pistols out. His buddies copied him. The kind of guys who brought knives to gunfights and then upgraded to guns anyway, just to be thorough.

Grant let out a groan.

What does a guy have to do to get a romantic evening on this fucking planet...

He was just warming up to the idea of being pissed off when one of the men spotted him.

“There he is!”

Shit.

He backpedaled fast. “Boomi! Bad guys with guns!”

She went from lazy come-drunk sleepiness to fight-or-flight in about half a second. Rolled off the couch and dove behind the minibar.

Grant looked around for a weapon. Nothing, if you didn't count the cheese knife. About as big as his little finger. Fuckit. No time anyway.

Grant's brain clicked into that special gear it only hit when people were about to die. Bree skittered out from under the table just as Grant squared his stance in the middle of the car. Many eyes blinking in excitement.

‘Let's get em, bro!’ She chirped out loud for emphasis.

“Get back,” he growled, watching the stairwell.

The first attacker was already bursting up from the stairwell, dead-eyed, swinging his lunchbox-sized pistol up ahead of him. As Bree's chittering spider form scuttled in front of him, he screamed and snap-shot.

The shot punched through Bree’s abdomen. Knocking her onto her side.

Time stopped.

Grant heard the gunshot echo like it came from underwater. Bree’s little limbs twitched. Pink ichor splattered across the velvet. The man in the stairwell was being pushed up into the room by the ones at the back.

And then the frozen moment all came back in a rush.

Grant faced the attackers and roared.

The narrow stairwell only gave the men enough room to come up one at a time. The first guy turned his gun on Grant as he closed the distance in two steps. Too close together. Too panicked. His gun went off.

A bullet slammed into Grant’s side. Dull impact that didn’t register through the cold white rage.

Grant grabbed him by the forehead like palming a basketball and drove him back – straight into the bulkhead. There was a hollow bang as the man’s skull impacted the thin sliding panel. It buckled and they crashed into the tiny water closet. Crack of impact. Grant rammed him down skull-first onto the toilet bowl hard enough to shatter both ceramic and bone. Water and blood sprayed the wall. The man didn’t move again.

Something hit Grant in the back. Another bullet. He grunted. It felt like a hot nail punching in, but he was already moving.

He spun and caught the next man’s wrist mid-aim. Squeezed. There was a crunch of fingers breaking. The gun clattered away. Grant slammed his fist into the guy’s orange nose.

The man’s face collapsed. Not a metaphor. His fist went into his skull. There was a squelch, a pop, and then the man was dead weight. Grant’s hand was stuck.

He yanked. No good. It was like trying to pull his arm out of a tub full of chunky peanut butter.

A third attacker saw the opportunity and stepped in. He brought the pistol down hard across the back of Grant’s head.

Metal met bone.

Grant staggered forward a half-step. Turned to glare.

The man's pistol hadn’t survived. He stood there, staring, at the barrels bent like cheap pipe. Grant snarled and swung his trapped arm – corpse and all – into the attacker’s face.

The man went down in a heap, and the skull mitten cracked. Grant tried to shake his hand loose again and turned to see the last attacker was already raising his gun.

Staring down four barrels.

He used the corpse he was holding to absorb the first two shots, then a white blur launched from the side. A war cry tore out of Boomi's throat, driving forward. Two flaming meat skewers ripped from their dinner platter stabbed through the attacker’s chest. Metal shrieked against the wall as she pinned him there like an insect on a board. Smoking goat meat sizzling under his chin as he looked down and realized he was dead.

He twitched once, then slumped.

Boomi let go of the skewers and turned, panting, eyes wide.

Grant finally ripped his hand free with a wet shlurrrk. Body dropping to the deck.

“You okay?” she asked.

Grant glanced down at the gunshot wound in his side. Blood. Not gushing, but not good.

“I’ve had worse,” he muttered. He gingerly felt his side. Bullet was just under the surface. Underpowered rounds not able to penetrate deeper.

Behind them, Bree whimpered. Shit. She was hurt.

The white frost of rage went up his spine.

The bastard who shot Bree was a twitching heap in the toilet, half his skull caved in. The one Boomi skewered was medium-rare and slowly sliding down the skewers that held him upright. That left one; the guy Grant had used his friend's skull to headbutt him. Broken nose. Bent gun. Bleeding from both ears and whimpering like a whipped dog.

Grant stood over him, dripping blood, naked, and furious. Really, really wanted to stomp on his neck.

Boomi touched his arm. “He’s done.”

Grant growled, then forced himself to breathe. He relaxed his neck. Then his knuckles. Then his jaw. He turned away from the groaning man and knelt beside Bree.

She was curled up, leaking pink goo. 'M'fine,' she squeaked in his head. 'Just a scrape. My thorax caught most of it.'

Grant scooped her up gently, ignoring the sticky slime. She was warm and alive.

She’s survived worse, right…?

Boomi knelt beside them, eyes flicking to the blood on Grant's side. “You’re bleeding.” she reminded him.

“Yeah,” he said, poking the wound. It stung, but only barely. He felt around, prodded deeper.

Something hard under the skin. He grunted. “Still in there. Damn thing didn’t even punch through.”

“You sure you're okay?”

“I'm mad, not dying. Big difference.” He looked around. “Get your suit.”

Boomi stood and moved to the pile of discarded clothing.

Grant turned back to the surviving attacker. Grabbed him by the collar and dragged him across the floor like a busted mop.

“You’ve got about four seconds to start talking or I start snapping bones alphabetically. Who sent you, and how many fingers do you think you’ll need to eat through a feeding tube?”

The man gasped, gurgling blood. “I-I don't know... we were just supposed to stop the train!”

“Wrong answer.” Grant slammed his head lightly against the bulkhead. “Last I checked you're just a bunch of pricks like to shoot little girls when you're scared.”

“Didn’t mean nothin’! Swear to all the black suns,” he gurgled, blood and teeth dribbling down his chin. “We's advance boys, yeah? Slipped on the train up north. Our job was just crowd control!”

“Crowd control for what?” Grant raised his fist, still dripping brains. ”Why? Who's coming?”

The guy spat a molar. “It's a robbery... train robbery.”

“Bullshit!” Grant slapped him again, rattling his brains.

“Stop hitting me… please…”

“Then talk. What’s your plan?”

“One of your kind hired the captain.”

“My kind?”

“An offworlder…”

“Tell me something I don’t already know. Why?”

“To kill you,” he moaned. “And take her…” he nodded at Boomi.

That made him stop a moment. He must’ve looked angry, because the pirate shrank back, terrified.

“How?” Grant growled.

“W-we take the engine. S-stop the express. Then the captain catches up. They board. Loot the booty.”

“You can't get into the engine from the compartments,” Grant said doubtfully. He knew. He'd checked. Just in case...

The man's eyes flicked up to the observation window looking out over the roof of the train cars.

Ahhh shit...

He dropped the train bandit, moved to the reinforced metal observation window. Bree, still clutched under one arm, chirped, “I could’ve just read his mind, you know.’

Grant didn’t look at her. “Yeah, well, I needed to hit something.”

Boomi had finished wriggling into her suit. Skin-tight hot-pink material sticking to her curves like a second skin. “How do you think they plan to stop the engine?”

Grant climbed on the couch under the observation dome. Looked out.

Outside, shapes moved in the red-tinged twilight.

Shadowy figures in clawed boots and climbing harnesses, scaling the exterior roof of the train on their bellies like mountaineers on a metal cliff.

“Shit,” he muttered.

He handed Bree to Boomi. “Get to the cabin. Lock the door. Stay put.”

Boomi's eyes narrowed. “What about you?”

Grant crossed the room, bare feet sticking to carpet soaked in blood and wine, and reached for his clothes. Pulled out his umbria suit. Seeing he was about to climb inside it, Boomi grabbed a clean cloth napkin, soaked it in wine and slapped it over the bullet wound in his side. It stung. He ignored it and pulled the suit on, tight fabric holding the bandage in place.

“If you see Pandy on the way, grab her too. She’s probably filming a makeup tutorial in the sauna again.”

Boomi nodded. “What are you about to do?”

Grant picked up a steak knife from the floor and climbed up on the padded couch in the observation bubble. Took one breath. And kicked one of the window panels.

One side of the reinforced bubble shattered in a satisfying crunch of glassite. The moment the window shattered, the dining car turned into a hurricane.

Wind hit like a sledgehammer. Plates, napkins, half a bottle of expensive sparklewine, and the remains of his goat brulee all went airborne. The dining cart flipped like a drunk stumbling off a curb. Boomi ducked with a yell, Bree squealing in her arms. The surviving attacker screamed as a fruit tray hit him in the face at Mach 3.

Grant braced himself in the broken frame of the dome, one leg already swinging through the breach. Wind roared past like a facefull of jet engines. Stealing his breath.

He’d ridden motorcycles when he was young – up until the moment he saw some guy amputate his own legs on a barbed wire fence after ditching his bike at 180. He remembered that at 40mph the wind in your face was bracing… at 60 it was painful. The speed of this train was like the nozzle of an industrial air compressor fired right into your eyes.

The clear fishbowl helmet of his suit popped up, protecting his face and his hearing from the roar of buffeting wind.

Leaning into the force he shoved himself out the window. The wind tossed him back and the roof met him like a slap. He rolled with it and skidded a few feet before figuring out how to stop.

Before they left, Jane had given him a crash course on the umbria suit controls she'd deciphered. He remembered... like, three things. The one that mattered now was magnets.

He jabbed at his wristpad until something beeped. His soles thunked onto the train roof. Locked. Solid.

He stood up.

Which was dumb.

The wind hit him square in the chest and body-slammed him backward like wrestler. Grant flailed, cursed, and slapped at the wristpad again.

The magnets disengaged. He skidded. Propelled right over the edge of the train.

“Fuck… fuck fuckfuck FUCK!”

He caught the edge of a roof panel with one hand, legs dangling off the side, wind howling like a banshee with a bullhorn. He dangled there like a meat flag, flapping.

With his free hand, he poked furiously at the wristpad again.

Where the fuck was the control for magnetizing the gloves...

He found it and the palm of his free hand locked to the metal surface.

He grabbed on. Slowly pulled. Back up on top of the train, limbs spread. Feet and hands all clicked into place with magnetic grip. Not bad.

He started crawling.

“Spider-Grant, Spider-Grant... Does whatever a...” Hmmm. “Gooner can't.”

Hands. Feet. One at a time. He moved forward like a pissed-off lizard in a wind tunnel. The train's roof rumbled beneath him. Wind trying to tear him off every moment. Somewhere in the distance, the flash of lightning reflected on the metal roof.

Craning his neck to look towards the front of the train, he saw the horizon was going dark. Like a storm approaching.

Then he focussed his attention on the train pirates.

Five of them. Goggles, leather helmets and fleece-lined jackets, oxygen masks. Looked like WW1 pilots. They were hooked to a safety line bolted to the train’s spine, crawling toward the engine car with grapples and old-school guts.

Grant grinned.

Once he got used to the magnetized grip he could speed up his pace; always keep two limbs anchored down. Reach, grip. Release opposite hand and foot. Repeat.

He caught up to the rearmost guy fast.

It never occurred to the pirates to look behind them. Who in their right mind would be following them on top of the moving train when every second was a chance to get flipped a hundred feet off the ground like a human flapjack?

Grant pulled the steak knife – his only weapon – from where it was jammed in the suit belt. Four body-lengths away, now.

Three. Two.

It felt impossible the guy couldn't tell he was there, but between the howling wind that muffled all sound and the wobbling of the train cars, there was no giveaways he was there.

Grant was in striking distance. With one overhand swing he stabbed downwards. Aiming for the man’s leg. Felt the cheap blade punch through leather, flesh and out the other side to jar to a halt on the roof of the train when the tip snapped off.

The pirate screamed and twisted. Finally laid eyes on Grant.

His eyes behind the goggles went wide. But Grant gave credit where it was due; he didn't pussy-out, just yanked a four-barrel pistol from his harness and fired point-blank.

The bullet hit Grant's chest.

Ping.

Bounced off. Like a rubber BB off a fridge.

“Nice try, fuckface.”

Grant grabbed. Yanked. Shoved the guy hard, trying to dislodge him. But he was tethered to the train roof with a rope line. The two of them rolled on the roof of the speeding train, arms locked, knees smashing into metal, boots scraping for leverage. The pirate was strong, wiry, used to climbing and fighting on moving surfaces. Grant had power, but he had to keep three limbs locked down with the suit's magnetic grips or risk getting blown off the roof like a beer can.

He grabbed the guy's knife hand. Blocked it. Tried for a punch, but the wind turned it into a weak slap. The pirate smashed a fist into Grant's ribs. The armor absorbed most of it, but the angle still forced him back.

They wrestled, bodies twisting, magnets clunking, barely able to swing. Grant drove a headbutt in. Cracked the glass in the man’s goggles. The pirate grunted. Tried to bite him. Grant headbutted back. There was an awful sound as teeth scraped helmet. And shattered. Blood and bits of ivory smeared on the fishbowl helmet before they were wiped away by the wind.

The pirate jabbed his knife in Grant's armpit. Close. Grant caught the wrist. Yanked. Heard the pop as something tore in the guy's arm.

Grant let go of the train to fight with both hands – dangerously unbalanced – and twisted the pirate's wrist sideways until the bones gave. The guy shrieked. Dropped the knife.

Grant caught it. Reversed grip.

Kicked the pirate in the chest.

The wind took his opponent like a leaf. Yanked away like he'd just slammed on the brakes. Snapped to a halt at the end of his safety line with what looked like a spine-cracking stop. Fucker was still flailing to get a grip, spinning like a worm on a hook on the taut end of the line. Or a kite in a windstorm.

Grant crawled to the line anchor. Levered the stolen knife under the rope.

It was probably just Grant's imagination that he heard the guy scream in panic. Then he sliced the line.

The wind took the pirate. Like an umbrella in a hurricane, one minute he was there and the next he was a flapping cloth shape in the distance. The sky was dark enough now that the shape vanished.

Shit… the Serpentine. They were getting close to night side.

The tension and yanking on the safety line must have alerted the other pirates, because when Grant craned his neck to look towards the front of the train two more of them had turned and spotted him. He watched them make complex hand-gestures to each other then both rappelled back, fast. Letting the line carry their weight like practiced mountaineers as they slid right for him.

Come on...

The darkness was making their shapes indistinct. The sky had turned black ahead.

They were racing the planet’s shadow. Heading for the edge. Up ahead were mountaintops, still catching reddish sunlight, but beyond them only night. The train would soon loop out of the twilight zone, around the mountain range and cut through the frozen nightside.

And then…

…and then after a brief journey back through the shadow of the terminator they'd get the opposite. Spat out into hellish burning plain of the dayside until they could loop back into the safety of the terminator region again.

Grant gritted his teeth.

Head in the game... worry about the weather after you kill these fuckos...

The first pirate reached him and swung an axe; it was small, somewhere between a climbing hook and a tomahawk. Grant blocked with a forearm. The suit went rigid under the blow, deflecting the blade with a shower of sparks, but hard enough to hurt down to the bone. The second pirate came at him from behind, slashing low.

Grant twisted, took the blade painfully against the kidneys. It glanced off the rigid suit.

The two pirates bounced away, out of Grant's reach. Strung out on their lines. They pantomimed to each other... had to be discussing how Grant was armored. With a nod to each other, the men attacked in tandem.

Grant whipped his head back and forth, trying to keep an eye on both, confiscated dagger in one hand. He was badly outgunned like this. He needed three limbs to stay anchored, which left him only one hand to fight.

A knife jab caught him under the arm. Glanced off. A shot rang out. Hit his chest. Stung, but no breach in the fabric. The armor held.

Still, the hits were adding up. Not damage... distraction.

While he was still stabbing at the gunman the other pirate did something clever. He dropped low. Jammed his blade under Grant's boot. Pried.

Grant's foot shot out from under him. The magnet in the sole now locked to the knife, not the train.

He lost traction. Down to two limbs. Scrambled. One hand free, one foot loose. The other pirate lunged. Swung on the end of his safety line. Both boots slammed into Grant's chest.

The impact was enough.

The magnetic grip broke.

Grant flew. Caught by the wind. Spun. Tumbled. Torn away by the hurricane force as he was bashed rolling over the train's roof. Like getting smashed back and forth inside an oil drum. Desperately wrestling for control.

He heard his own voice. Roaring in anger. He had no idea where he was, rolling in the dark, but chance threw him onto his stomach. He slapped both palms onto the roof edge of the train car as he passed over.

And was yanked to a halt.

His mag-gloves stuck. He dangled. Legs kicking over the void.

For a long moment he just hung there. Ice particles were starting to quietly patter against the dome of his helmet.

His grip held, but barely. As the wind tore at him, he wasn't sure the magnetic gloves would hold if he moved at all. Everything in his body throbbed from the rolling impact. Wetness inside his suit said the gunshots from earlier were still bleeding.

Fuck! They'd almost got him...

His breath came in short, painful huffs. Pitch dark now. By the lights spilling out of the train car windows he could see the frozen ground roar past beneath him in a blur of ice and snow.

They had fully entered the nightside.

The air temperature was dropping rapidly. Making ice form on the outside of the car. It got bitterly cold in the permanent night. His suit hissed as it adjusted pressure and temperature, but it couldn’t make up for the shock to his system. His body felt like it had been run over by a herd of Walmart boxing day shoppers.

For a long minute he just clung to the side of the car like a bat.

Let them think you're gone...

He began to move. Carefully. Slowly. First step was plant the toes of his boots against the train car and activate the magnetic soles. The knife was still magnetized to the sole of one foot, making things tricky. Blade sticking out to scrape the metal train exterior.

Then, hand over hand, he moved along the side of the train car. Ass dangling over nothing. The ground under him barren frozen rocks.

He had to navigate around the windows. The glassite was non-ferrous. He couldn't stick to them. Had to stretch his arms and legs out around each one. It was maddening, looking into the warm, safe interior. Passengers sleeping or relaxing or even casually talking together.

No one spotted him.

Why would they? It was impossible to survive outside so who would even be looking? He passed by the second-class carriages. Then the sleeper car. And finally reached the first-class cabin car. At the first big panoramic window he had to slide down so his hands were on the windowsill and his boots on the carriage wall.

He got a good look inside.

Plush carpets, warm wood paneling and mood lighting, some of the local fruit wine and cheese.

And the snooty baroness.

Naked.

On all fours.

Being very enthusiastically tag-teamed by her two glistening manservants in matching uniforms. Or what was left of them. One underneath and one on her back. The look on her face was pure, animal lust. Hair a tangled mess, eyes half rolled-up, drool running out of her mouth.

Through some cosmic accident... some instinct... she sensed they were not alone and in that moment her eyes met Grant’s through the glass.

Grant smiled. Winked.

She screamed. He couldn't hear it of course, but the look on panic on her face told him the volume. She tried to move. Hide. Close the curtain. Anything... But she was too thoroughly pinned, body shaking as she was railed coming and going. Her effort to throw herself off the two men only succeeded in headbutting the one behind her who yelled at his broken nose, lost his grip and collapsed on top of the baroness. Pinning her in a manservant sandwich.

Head in the game, Grant... appreciate the humor later...

He kept moving. 

Ice and snow were starting to form on the outside of the car. Making it even harder to get a grip. He reached the junction between train cars. Climbed up the corner. Got his feet back under him. Scaled the side and was back on the roof. It was the last car before the train's engine.

He crept low. Wind howling. Visibility poor as the snow blinded him. He saw them by the lights. Each lit up with some sort of chemical lantern. All three pirates were gathered at the far end of the train car, right next to the engine compartment. And once again they had no idea he was there. The one in the lead was rigging some sort of device while the other two helped. Looked a lot like a bomb.

They're going to blow a hole into the engine compartment from outside...

Grant spider-walked up the car. Closed the distance. From a body-length away he leapt on the two who had nearly thrown him to his death.

He landed on the rearmost pirate. The impact drove him to the roof. Grant hooked one arm in a choke hold around his neck and used him as an anchor. Even so the man tried to draw a pistol. Grant wrapped one magnetized glove from his now-free hand around the four barrels, and it stuck like glue. He swung it into the pirate's goggled face. Again. And again. Until the man went limp.

The second pirate spun around. Already aiming an axe blow.

Grant rolled back. Jackknifed. Kicked.

His foot connected right between the man's legs. And it still had the knife magnetically stuck to the sole of his boot. Grant felt the blade crunch through fabric and flesh. The man screamed – that close Grant could hear it – and crumpled. Curled around himself, losing all interest in life.

The third pirate frantically tried to finish his sabotage. Then, seeing the other two go down, he slung the bomb on his back and came after Grant. Guy had more balls than his buddies.

Well... at least more balls than the one Grant has just castrated with a boot knife.

He pulled an axe. But instead of attacking Grant, the leader chopped down on the safety line holding his two buddies... one of which was the only thing holding Grant onto the train.

Grant barely twisted in time and slapped his free hand to the train surface.

The line snapped under the axe blade. The two wounded pirates were ripped away. Gone. Screaming into the dark. 

And while Grant was dangling, whipped back and forth like a kite with only one hand secured to the train, the last pirate turned. Climbed for the engine.

Grant finally got a foot down. Snick of impact as it held magnetically. Then the other. Releasing the gun stuck to his hand he took it by the wooden grips and aimed.

He was hoping to hit the bomb on his back, but the guy slid it around. Unsnapped the top. Leaned over to hang the squat, angry-looking bomb on the engine's hatch door.

Grant fired.

The gun barely had sights. Wasn't exactly well machined. His first shot hit the man in the shoulder. The pirate screamed.

Two more. One went wide sparking against the train hull. One caught the leg.

The fourth shot landed nowhere, and he was out of rounds.

Grant scrambled forward on all fours. Closed the gap. The pirate was desperately reaching for something and Grant assumed it was the detonator.

He tackled him.

The wind nearly took him, but Grant caught a handful of the man's heavy lined coat and hung on. The two of them yanked back by the wind, hanging on by the single satchel buckle the pirate had managed to clip to the door. Throwing a few punches in the face as he went, Grant climbed up the man's body to reach the engine compartment and slapped a magnetic grip on it. Got a good look at the bomb.

It was alien technology. But it had some sort of clockwork mechanism in the bag, gears rapidly turning.

Oh fuuuuck...

There was no time to figure out how to disarm it. Grant took the knife stuck to his boot. Sawed through the heavy canvas strap holding the satchel to the door as the last pirate punched ineffective blows against his armor.

The canvas parted.

The pirate's harness rig wasn't secured to anything, and the slipstream of the train picked him up into the air. He screamed. Then vanished up into the night.

A second later the bomb detonated.

It lit up the sky and the train for a moment. Then the blast caught Grant. It smashed him back, jarred his grip loose, and the shockwave threatened to shred his nervous system. The concussion knocked the breath from him. Knocked him clean off the roof.

The last thing he saw was the train engine, still intact, slipping away beneath him.

Then nothing.

***


Chapter 23    : Family Business

Grant woke up falling.

The train hadn’t ditched him yet. Not completely. He was sliding backward down the roof, scraping snow and ice under him like human sled down a luge. The running lights on the train rushed past, marking the narrow runway he had to keep from falling to his death. 

CRUMPPP!

He slammed into something. Hard.

Glassite shattered. His ribs screamed. The suit absorbed most of it, but his spine was going to file a complaint later. His brain had a moment to register that he'd slid as far back as the dining car and had just crashed into the observation bubble.

After a moment’s pause he kept sliding.

It was like rolling down a steep hill. Unable to stop. Car rooftop after rooftop, until the last one came up fast. The final car. The end of the train. He rolled onto his stomach. Slapped his hands and feet onto the roof of the car, trying to get a grip with the magnetized surfaces. Nothing. 

The ice... the ice has built up...

And then he was rushing towards the blinking lights on the tail of the train. He brought up his heels and kicked down with all his might, shattering the sheet of ice that had collected on the roof. Revealed bare metal underneath.

Grant grabbed.

Mag-gloves caught the edge. His boots swung under him. Wind howled like a drunk banshee. But he was still on board. Technically.

As he caught his breath he took in his situation. Hanging off the ass-end of a bullet train travelling hundreds of miles an hour in the frozen darkness while pirates were loose inside the doing who knew what.

He looked for a way inside.

He was hanging off a cargo car. Dimly remembered the late addition being tacked on the end of their express train before departing. It had a door, only a few feet away from where he was hanging.

He spider-crawled sideways, fingers locked onto the icy metal. He reached the access door. Yanked the handle. Locked. Of course it was.

He grunted and jammed both his feett to the wall of the container for leverage and pulled with all his might on the door handle. The mechanism was built locally and bent under his extra strength. Metal creaked. Then shrieked. Then snapped.

The door slammed open with a BANG and a gust of warm air. Grant tumbled in, rolled, crashed into a crate, and slammed the door shut behind him.

Geezusfuckinghell... never again with that shit... from now on he'd stay safely inside trains where he belonged...

Slowly his surroundings filtered into his brain. Brightly lit interior. He was sandwiched between the wall of the train and a big metal cargo crate of some kind that blocked his view of the rest of the car.

Then voices.

“What the hell was that?” Local accent.

The voice that replied was mechanical. Cold. “Get back to work.”

“But...”

“I said keep it focused! You lose control of it now, and we all die.”

Grant pulled himself upright.

The giant crate was reinforced. Secured down like it contained a nuke or something worse. Big chains held it bolted to the deck. Pressing the bowl of his clear fishbowl helmet to the side of it he heard something inside moving. Sounded like... a garden rake being dragged over concrete.

He took a glimpse around it into the rest of the car.

Half a dozen train pirates. All of them focused on the far end of the crate. Gripping stun lances. High-end. Military surplus. Not the usual secondhand technology the locals could make.

And in the middle of them: a small hyumin figure. Slim. Offworlder. Clad head-to-toe in some kind of black ceramic armor with glowing orange seams. Glossy black helmet that hid their face, covered with too many camera eyes, like a bug.

“I said, bait it. Now.” The mechanical voice was coming from the helmeted figure. “We need to give it the target’s pheromones while its partly sedated.”

For a second, Grant stayed still.

The only way out was past them. It was either that or back outside to climb on the roof of the train again.

After fighting pirates on the roof… how hard can this be…

He stepped out. Big. Bleeding. Pissed.

One of the pirates turned. Blinked. Shouted, “Hellscreamin' bowelshakes! There's someone in here!”

The men backed up, clustered together, jostling the smaller figure.

“I told you I heard something!”

“That's the big bastard! GET 'IM BEFORE HE EATS OUR BONES FOR SOUP!”

They charged him with stun lances. Half a dozen of them. Getting in each other's way as they crowded beside the narrow space between the crate and the wall of the train car. Grant walked right into it. Bright arcs of electricity cracked through the air like a bug zapper in a lightning storm. They jabbed forward, spearing at his chest and arms.

The suit took it. Mostly.

Each hit was like a bad handshake with a live wire. A jolt. A buzz. A shock that slapped the nerves but didn’t knock him down.

Grant growled.

He grabbed the nearest lance mid-thrust. Yanked. Pulled the guy off balance. Smashed the weapon into another attacker like a bat. The second guy dropped.

He snapped the shaft across his knee and tossed the sparking halves aside.

More lances. More hits. His skin prickled. Burning numb patches left behind. But he didn’t let it slow him down. He came round the side of the crate with a human shield in one hand and a stunlance in the other.

Right into the laser beams.

Three of the pirates had pulled offworld laser rifles from an open crate. Same model he'd seen the raiders use at the temple.

They opened fire.

The red beams sawed across his stunned meatshield and the man twitched and yelped as he was slashed up. Grant threw the stunlance like a spear, connecting with one pirate's chest and exploding in a shower of sparks.

“Aim for the head you idiots!” the mechanical voice yelled from somewhere.

The beams converged on Grant's clear helmet. And as soon as they hit it, the surface tinted dark as a welder's goggles. Protecting against the light flares. Like drawing the shutters.

He was blind.

A split second later, something massive hit him in the chest.

He flew backward. Crashed into the crate hard enough to dent it. Something inside – whatever it was – took it as a challenge and let out a deafening roar. Slammed against the inner wall hard enough to knock Grant off balance.

Whatever's in there doesn’t like being woken up...

Grant grunted. Raised his arm to shield his face.

Lasers hit him again. Focused fire. But this time his arm took the brunt. Suit scorched. Ultra thin material bubbled. Heat seared through the layers until it blistered the skin underneath.

But as the helmet flare stopped, he could see again.

Just in time to spot something thrown at him, arcing across the cargo car. He recognized it instantly. A duplicate of the bomb the other pirates had used to try and breach the engine car.

Aw fuck…

Grant's reflexes kicked in. Reached out to grab it mid-flight, pivot, and throw. Quick, desperate toss back behind the big cargo crate. 

He dove.

The explosion ripped through the car like a thunderclap. Shaking the floor under him. Heat. Light. Shrapnel ripping through the air.

Grant blinked awake. Blood in his mouth. Wet on his lip.

He was laying next to a Grant-shaped dent in the wall. Wind howled into the cargo car like a hurricane. Snow and sleet blasted through a fresh hole in the side of the train. Everything not bolted down was airborne like snow in a snowglobe. Satchels, loose gear, parts of one pirate who wasn’t smart enough to duck.

Grant groaned and pushed himself up from behind the crate. His ears rang. Everything was blurry. His head throbbed like the bass line of stripper music at the Lucky Star.

Two concussions in one day? Perfect...

He wobbled to his feet. Felt cold along his arm and saw the suit was trying to regenerate a gash. Lasers? Maybe the explosion.

Grant stared around him. A couple of pirates lay dead near the blast zone. Charred. Smoking. And then one had exited the car the hard way during the explosion.

The rest were still alive. Seemed eager to fight as they eyed him and tried to sit up. 

“Stay down,” he told them.

They picked themselves off the floor and muttered to each other before coming at him.

Why does everybody need to prove they’re a hardcase today?

One lunged with a scream. Guy's nose was already starting to show frostbite. Grant caught him by the belt and swung him like a hammer into another pirate. Bones crunched. Teeth flew.

Another pirate tried to jab him with a lance. It skittered across his suit into the wall. Grant yanked the lance out of his grip. Sent an elbow into his throat that left him choking on a collapsed windpipe, then shoulder-checked him out the hole in the train wall.

He vanished into the snow and dark with a choking scream.

Something hit him in the back of the head. Staggering him. Making his head spin. Grant turned to see a broken laser rifle butt slam into the dome of his helmet again. Caught the gun and tossed it aside. Tackled the pirate into the last of his buddies. Snapping bones. Tossing men aside like garbage. The frozen calm of fury inside him nothing to do with the ice outside the train. He dismantled their weapons and when they wouldn't stop fighting, he dismantled them.

He staggered to a stop, fist cocked.

No more lasers. No more pirates. He swivelled, looking for more.

The sound of the howling wind covered the noise of the attack from behind. The first Grant knew about it was the heavy, massive impact in his back.

WHUUMP.

He flew forward, slammed into the wall. Bounced back slightly dazed and blinked. Staring down the last opponent.

Not a pirate. The offworlder.

Compact, armored, and still somehow punching like a truck. The mechanical voice came through the helmet, tinny and smug.

“I didn't believe it when I heard the stories,” the little figure said. “The necroplanet freak. The Fleshmechanic.”

Grant paused, curious despite himself.

“Didn't know I was that famous.”

“Famous enough I kept a bomb to finish you... guess that was incorrect. After I saw what you did in town, I decided not to take any chances.”

“In town?”

“You're not normal. No one survives a grendel. Except you.”

The figure stepped sideways. Towards the crate. Unsealed a small carrying pouch on his armor suit.

“Another bomb won't help,” Grant said.

But the figure opened a case with a hiss of sealed air. Inside lay a bundle of fabric. Unrolled from the container Grant saw they were panties. Delicate. Torn.

Familiar.

Grant stared. “What kind of psycho walks around with crusty drawers in a security case?”

The offworlder didn’t rise to the bait. Calm. Focused.

“They belong to Cassi.” He held them up. “She should've stayed locked up. But now my father wants her dead. And this will help.”

Grant stared at him. Who was this asshole?

“Who the fuck are you, asshole?”

“You really don't get it, do you?” the offworlder said, voice full of smug superiority even through the vocoder in the helmet. “I've been three steps ahead of you since you crawled out of whatever irradiated cesspit you call a homeworld. We heard about Cassi's escape when the little idiot showed her face with you on the Slamma Brawl circuit. She vanished again but you didn't. We tracked you to the pay-per-view fights out of Bay 54 on Slagport Station. By the time I had a strike force ready you'd already left but we picked you up again at Hastur Monastery. We missed you by hours.”

What the fuck?

Grant stared at him. “Persistent fuck… I’ll give you that.”

The helmet stared at him. He laughed. “By the time we reached the BlastoMek munitions plant you were gone but it was obvious you'd been there looking for a man called Stimpt. Luckily, we found his ship logs in the grimlok's databank and cracked it, fanned out to every system he’d visited lately. Cerv-9 was a long shot, but guess what? Bingo.”

“Well aren't you a clever little fucker,” Grant growled. “You working for the sleestaks? Gleex corporation?”

“Those homicidal maniacs? Hardly. They weren't even competent enough to lock Cassi up.” He gestured around the car, maybe referring to the planet. “Forced me to drag myself halfway across the known worlds to this... this hellhole. You show up with a fake name, your little crew, and we just happened to already be here. Smuggled the grendel in on a medical crate... it ate two starport workers before we even got it through customs, did you know that? Worth it. Then before I could let it loose, you clowns hopped the local train north.”

Grant stared. Mind trying to catch up.

“But you got there ahead of us…” Grant muttered. Then answered his own question. “You took an express train to get there faster. The warehouse… that was you. Why burn it down? Why kill the zorses?”

“Not as primitive as it looks...” the voice muttered. “Yes. I packed our monster, some toys and trinkets for the natives, and a very simple plan: delay you long enough to finish the job. Trap you in Stormreach Bluff. Feed Cassi's scent to the Grendel and let nature take its course.”

Grant just stared.

“But no,” the figure snapped. “You wounded it. Somehow... Ran it off. Had to go to Plan B. Bribed the local scum with offworld weapons.”

“Right… that's how they got the weapons,” Grant said. His voice was casual but inside he'd already decided to kill this guy and rip his head off just to make sure he stayed that way. He was way too dangerous to let live, but he sure liked to talk. Grant had to find out what else was coming for them. “You told them to go attack the pilgrims. And the temple.”

“Yes... I admit... I thought maybe if I couldn’t kill you with a beast, we could bury you in the wreckage of your own heroic stupidity.”

He approached the crate. Grant didn't move. The door had a dozen heavy latches bolting it shut – if this guy tried to open it Grant would snap his neck before he undid the first one. He watched as the little man opened a small slot in the side. Dropped the panties inside and quickly slammed the port closed.

Is this guy fucking insane?

But there was an instant reaction from inside the crate. The thing inside howled. Slammed into the crate hard enough to rattle bolts.

Grant’s stomach dropped.

Oh fuck no... Not again... not inside the train...

“Now that I've fed it her scent,” the offworlder turned slowly. “It will find her. And kill her.”

Slam. The crate shook.

Grant took a half-step back. “That's a grendel.”

Slam.

The lights flickered.

Slam.

The crate groaned.

Grant narrowed his eyes. “You're not gonna let that thing out. Not while I'm breathing.”

The offworlder cocked his head. “That won’t be a problem. Because I’m going to kill you.”

Grant nodded approval. Good... No more small talk.

He lunged.

The little bastard moved like a hyperactive flea. Leapt sideways. Wall-kick. Tumbled backwards. Vaulted over a Grant's head like he could fly. Grant swung a haymaker... missed.

The guy cartwheeled off a support beam and landed on a stack of tied down crates.

Grant stared. “Who taught you to fight, Saturday morning cartoons? Watcha got there? Anti-gravity belt on that fancy combat suit?”

The man's voice betrayed the sneer on his lips hidden behind the faceplate of the helmet. “You’re slow. Big. Primitive,” the voice sneered. “On my world we evolved fast. Strong.”

The offworlder darted in. Grant kicked low but the jackrabbit hopped over his leg.

Crack!

A punch slammed into Grant’s chest. Not a normal punch. A freight-train-in-a-teacup punch.

Grant flew back and smashed into a support strut. The impact made him bite his tongue. Tasted blood. Even with the protection of the umbrian suit's magic instant-armor hardness, everything hurt from the impact.

The offworlder didn’t wait. He blurred forward again.

Another punch. Grant reeled sideways, dodging it.

But it was just a feint. Fuck this guy was fast. And he had training. The real punch was a jab to his gut that doubled Grant over. Then the side of the head, knocking Grant sprawling across the floor to land beside the hole in the side of the train car.

Grant lay there a moment. Something felt loose inside his body. Ribs... teeth... brains... He staggered upright, standing in the stream of frozen snow whipping into the car. The offworlder paused. Seemed surprised he was even alive.

Grant was trying to get a read on how he was getting his ass kicked. The guy hit like an orbital drop-pod and moved like a flea hopped up on jetpack juice.

“It’s true what they say... you've got to be from a class-9 necroplanet. You should be dead... My people aren’t big as you,” the voice taunted, pacing now. “So we compensate.”

He held up his hand.

A device on his wrist that wrapped over his knuckles. Flat. Elegant. Mounted on the hand like a brass knuckle made by Apple. LEDs pulsed.

“Let me guess,” Grant said, feeling something gritty between his teeth. “Some sort of pocket-pussy? Automatic whacking glove? Why don't you go jerk yourself off... I'll wait.”

“It's not a... It's a localized force-field projector,” the guy insisted angrily. “Point-blank only. Concentrated. Multiplies the force of a punch to about ten miles an hour. That's about a hundred times harder than a normal punch.”

Grant spat blood and watched the red liquid drip down the inside of his fishbowl helmet. His brain was barely catching up.

The way he moved. The size. Something about his voice seemed familiar... He stared at the offworlder as it fell into place.

“You're from Hoplia. That’s how you have a grendel.”

The helmet tilted.

Grant's voice hardened. “And you're here for Boomi.” He growled and took a step forward. “You just committed suicide, fuckface... Nobody touches her.”

“This is family business!” the man snapped. “You have no right to interfere.”

Grant kept coming. ”Well... she's having nine of my kids.” The air around him dropped ten degrees. ”That sure as fuck makes it my family business.”

The offworlder jerked like Grant has just spit in his face. “You lie!” he screamed.

Grant paused at the venom in his voice. “I wish! She's more fertile than a bunny.”

The voice lost its composure. “You defiled her,” he spat. “You primitive, half-rotted corpse... you... you think you’re worthy of our bloodline?”

“Well, she sure wasn't complaining,” he goaded. Grant felt an evil smile cross his face.

“I'll kill you!” the hoplite agent screamed and charged. Leaped in the air, arm cocked.

This time Grant was ready. The punch came in fast... another force-field sucker hit, aimed at the head. But Grant ducked it. Slid under the blow. Hooked an arm around the guy’s elbow. Twisted.

Snap.

The offworlder screamed in pain. Dislocated arm will do that.

Grant hooked his other arm around the man’s neck, bent him backward into a brutal arm-lock. Something he picked up from a Thai sailor on shore leave when he'd sailed on that rust-bucket container ship. Unfortunately, at the time Grant had been on the receiving end and nearly shit his pants in pain, but he'd learned the move.

The hoplite squirmed in Grant's grip. Kicked, twisted. Pled and screamed some more.

Didn’t matter.

Grant drove a punch straight into the bastard’s helmet.

Once. Twice.

Third time broke it.

The faceplate shattered like candy glass, revealing a pale face. Albino. Hoplite features. Crooked antennae bent from impact. A blood-smeared grin.

He had a blue gem embedded in his forehead like a third eye.

For a moment Grant froze, recognition flooded through him. He’d seen the man before… not in real-life… but in memories. Boomi’s memories. During the weird psychic link Bree had formed when they were hunting pirates. This was someone she knew. Someone who had hurt her. Someone she was scared of.

He’d never met the man before, but Grant’s cold rage took him… he wanted this fucker dead.

The guy screamed in rage and bent nearly in half to kick Grant in the chest with both legs. Grant had seen Boomi snap a sleestak in half with the coiled-spring strength in her legs.

Crack!

Boots hit Grant in the chest.

He flew backward again. But took the alien with him. They slammed into the far wall, skidding along the deck. They landed by the hole in the side of the car.

Grant snarled. Recovered first. He grabbed the little bastard by the armor, spun, and threw him out the hole.

The hoplite grabbed the edge of the hole and held on.

Motherfucker...

Grant tried to shove him the rest of the way. The Hoplite screamed. Half out the hole. Flailing. His legs kicked wildly. Grant avoided them. Watched as snow sandblasted the hoplite’s face. Ice crusted his exposed skin where the helmet was broken. Flesh turned blue in seconds. Then white.

“Fucking die already!” Grant snarled.

With a furious roar, the alien slammed his boots into Grant again, pushing off, rolling away from the hole. They collapsed to the deck, neither one moving very fast anymore.

Both of them rolled up from the floor facing each other.

The hoplite’s exposed face was already frozen solid on one side. Cracking. Skin flaking off. He stumbled upright. Raised his good arm. Swung. The punch hit Grant in the chest.

And the alien’s forearm shattered like a dropped icicle.

For a long moment the hoplite stared at the shattered stump of the limb. As the broken shards on the floor. Goddam... it was cold enough outside to have frozen solid in the time it took to butter toast.

The alien dropped to the floor. Moaning. Cradling the stump.

Grant stepped forward. Kicked him once, hard, in the ribs. Sent him sliding across the floor. The Hoplite gagged. When Grant paused and picked up the frozen arm. The half-frozen hoplite agent stared at it.

“Give that back!” he moaned.

Grant looked at the crate. He gave the man a nasty smile and moved to the crate to open the bait slot.

“No!”

He tossed the arm in and slammed the port closed while the Grendel inside shrieked with glee. A slobbering crunchy sound followed as it ate the arm.

Then it mimicked Grant’s voice perfectly: “Fucking die already!”

The dying man stared hate at Grant and went limp. Dead on the floor of the freezing cargo car.

***

Grant took a moment to chain the Grendel crate back down. Not a fun job when your ribs were trying to secede from your body. The thing inside growled and slammed the walls a few times for funsies. He ignored it.

For a moment he leaned against the wall. Every part of him hurt. He felt ruined.

Boomi’s still out there… and there are more pirates…

He growled and pushed himself to action. He scavenged what he could off the corpses. Gunbelt. Spare power cells. A Hoplite-made laser pistol. Sleek and made from white plastic and chrome, like a high-end kitchen appliance with murder settings. He holstered it and slung one of the laser rifles over his back. Limped to the exit. Feeling every one of the hits he'd taken in the last half hour.

Outside, the exposed passageway between the cargo car and the steerage car was a freezer tunnel from hell. Wind knifed through the gaps. Ice pelted against his helmet. He pushed forward, cursing every step, and undogged the heavy hatch to tumble inside the next car.

It was the steerage car. Crowded with locals, their belongings, their goats and whatever possessions they could carry on their backs.

And a single train pirate. Standing in the aisle, waving a gun at the couple dozen terrified passengers.

“NOBODY MOVE OR I—”

Grant shot him in the neck.

The laser punched through meat and bone like a hot knife. Didn't quite kill him, but he dropped, gurgling, his throat burned away.

Grant nodded. “Damn. Hoplites make a nice gun.” Way more powerful than the one's he'd seen on Slagport. Almost as powerful as a sleestak gun.

He picked up the one from the dying pirate. It was good to have spares.

The passengers stared.

“Okay,” Grant said, raising a hand. “New plan. You guys are gonna move forward. Calmly. Quietly. Away from this car with the man-eating monster in it.”

He got a dozen babbling questions back. Had to wave the gun around to get quiet.

“Trust me. If that crate in the back breaks open, you're gonna want at least six train cars between you and it. Maybe seven. Go!” 

He fired a quick shot into the ceiling. Showered the room in molten, burning plastic. They didn’t argue after that. He herded them forward, limping along behind. In the next compartment another pirate popped out; looks like they were leaving one in each car for crowd control.

“Ticket?” Grant asked him.

They guy snarled and drew down with a four-barreled pistol. Grant shot him in the face. Laser searing the pirate’s eyes. 

“No ticket…” Grant shrugged.

The passengers took care of the rest. Kicking and stomping the man into the floor. Grant left them to it. Kept moving. Noticed the light was changing outside the windows. The shadows were longer. Softer.

The train was making the loop and crossing out of the nightside.

Pausing to look out over the landscape he saw the wind and snow had slowed down. No... the wind was blowing but the train had slowed. The landscape seeming to crawl by.

They had entered the terminator zone.

Outside, the twilight landscape turned rocky. As he watched the train entered a narrow valley.

He'd seen the same thing on the way north. The locals called it the snake's nest. For most of the routes the competing train companies kept their tracks spaced out on corridors of land they owned. But by some sort of agreement sixteen tracks ran side-by-side here, jammed together to fit through the only winding pass across this stretch of the whole area. Probably why they had slowed. Too dangerous to make this winding run at top speed. 

A glint on the horizon caught his eye. There was a slight curve to the tracks here and Grant pressed to the glassite of the window, looking behind them.

Another train. Coming on fast.

Too fast.

“No fucking way...”

In a minute it had caught up. He squinted as it pulled alongside. Shorter – only six cars including the engine. Leaner. And unless it was some sort of marketing campaign for crazy it wasn't owned by the train barons. The sides were decorated in skulls, spikes, and painted with jagged images of the feral hyena things that roamed the wilderness. They had painted letters as tall as the train car itself alongside the engine.

“VAGINA SKEWERZ” and “MURDER GOAT.”

That can't be good...

The other train's side cargo hatches opened. Some peeling up like garage doors, others rolling to the side. They were far enough from the frozen zone of the nightside that it was already warm enough to survive in the open air.

Men stood in the open car hatches.

Pirates.

Dozens of them.

Yelling. Jeering. Flashing guns and body parts.

The steerage car erupted into screaming chaos.

“Oh good,” Grant muttered. “More assholes.”

He stared open-mouthed at the insane circus train full of alien pirates. They dressed in a weird collection of rags and outfits... or maybe that was just fashion from the other side of the planet. He had so many questions... How did they manage to survive circumnavigating the planet and escape arrest when they were restricted to the rails? Were they like privateers? On contract with one of the rail barons to attack its rivals?

But it didn't matter. They were here, and they looked hostile enough to attack. One way or another he was going right through them. The question though, was how the pirates thought they were going to pull it off.

Even in the serpentine, even with the trains slowing to thread the narrow gorge, both vehicles were still screaming along at around a hundred miles per hour. There was maybe fifteen feet between them. Twenty tops. But that gap might as well have been the Grand Canyon. Wind. Turbulence. Instant death if you missed a step.

And then each of the pirate train cars opened small, square doors. Behind each one was something that looked an awful lot like cannons.

“You've gotta be shitting me,” Grant muttered.

They looked like old sailing ship gunports. Each one with a cannon snout sticking out like a dog sticking its nose through a fence. The driver of Grant's train must've seen it too because they tried to take some sort of evasive maneuvers. The train shuddered as it hit the brakes, shedding speed. Not enough.

Then the cannons fired.

The first blast hit a car further up. Grant saw the explosion flash through the windows.

The second one missed, somehow passing directly between two train cars – maybe because of the driver's last-minute pump on the brakes. A geyser of rock and dirt erupted a hundred yards off the far side of the train in the valley.

The third hit his car.

The sound came first. A concussive thunderclap that split his head open from the inside.

Then came the explosion. A truck-sized section of the side of the train car peeled away in a shower of shredded metal and fire. People screamed. Grant hit the floor. Most of the other passengers did too. The ones who didn't were ripped apart by shrapnel... at least three of them blown out the hole that formed. A thirty-foot section of the car roof collapsed and peeled back. Smoke rolling through the compartment.

He got up. Covered in blood that couldn't be his. Painting the outside of the fishbowl helmet. He touched the wrist control to make the dome vanish. The smell of gore, hot metal and burning filled his nose. Made him choke.

He tried to see through the smoke. Most of it was whipped away by the wind in moments.

It left him standing in the gaping hole, staring across the space to the pirates shouting and laughing opposite him.

See how you like it…

He flipped the power selector on the laser rifle to ‘Max Output’, stepped forward and opened fire.

The Hoplite-made laser rifle screamed, bright blue beams lancing across the gap. He swept the barrel from left to right, carving into pirate after pirate. One lost his legs and flopped like a fish. One got clipped in the stomach and folded in half. Another took a hit to the face and stopped existing.

The battery died. He fumbled it loose and tossed it aside. Slotted a fresh one in.

Return fire came while he reloaded. Bullets slapped against the side of the train. A few sparked off Grant's armor. He didn’t flinch. Walked laser fire across the enemy train like he was watering the grass. More bodies. Men cut down. Limbs seared off.

Across the way, a figure in a feathered headdress yelled into a megaphone. Red vest. Gold chains. Half-naked and completely insane.

“CHOKE ME WITH RAILROAD SPIKES AND CALL ME BARONESS! I WANNA SEE BLOOD ON THE WINDOWS, BOYS!”

Grant blinked. “Is this guy high, or just enthusiastically crazy?”

“GRAB THEIR SHOES, THEIR SOULS, AND IF THEY GOT SNACKS, YOU TAKE THOSE TOO!”

“They got a hype man,” Grant muttered.

“IF YOU AIN'T SCREAMIN', YOU AIN'T BOARDIN' RIGHT! BRING ME THE OLD WOMEN AND THE BUTTER… I WANT TO LICK THEIR EYEBALLS CLEAN!”

Grant cupped his hand to his mouth and screamed against the wind. “Come over here and say that, pussy!”

“TIME TO FLY MY PRETTIES!”

Pirates scrambled under the warlord’s orders.

They rolled out something new. Not cannons. Similar, but about the size of a machinegun. Four of them fired in unison. The projectiles slammed into the side of Grant’s train with meaty thunks, trailing thick steel cables.

Harpoon guns.

Big ones. Metal bolts the size of fenceposts.

Winches engaged. Zip lines went taut.

“Oh, hell no,” Grant said.

The boarding had begun.

***


Chapter 24    : Broadside

Grant watched helplessly as the pirates began hooking up zipline rigs to the anchored harpoons. Again, his train’s driver tried to slow down and then speed up to snap the lines, but the pirate driver was at least as good. Their train kept pace alongside his, barely twenty feet apart, the two metal beasts howling through the narrow gorge at triple-digit speeds. The wind between them was a banshee, tearing at clothing and tearing breath right out of your lungs.

A second volley or harpoons fired, doubling the number of lines. The nearest one screamed past him through the already shredded hole in the side of his car and slammed into the far wall with a deafening clang. Missed him by inches. He blinked at it.

Then heard the whir.

A pirate was zipping across.

Grant waited.

The moment the guy had almost reached the his train, Grant fired the laser beam through his wrists. He lost his grip on the zip line and dropped, flung under the train. The next man behind him took another shot to the neck. The body crumpled and slid down the line past Grant to slam steaming into the deck at his feet.

But more were already following.

Grant shouldered the beam weapon and braced against the hole in the side of the car to steady his aim. This time he fired at the zipline ten feet away. The cable glowed white-hot as he traced the beam across the braided steel.

The next jolt between the two trains and that cable snapped.

The pirates still mid-crossing dropped instantly. Their screams were lost to the wind. Their bodies flailed, then disappeared between the speeding trains onto the stones and dry ground.

Grant lowered the rifle. Breathed. Took aim on the other harpoon line attached to his car but then paused. The pirates weren't using it. They'd pulled back. None of them wanting to get the same treatment.

He felt a rush of pleasure seeing the pirates wasted. Gave them the finger and laughed. “Eat a bag of dicks!”

He heard screams from the next car ahead. Leaned out the hole to get a better look at the front of the train. Squinting against the wind. Looked like at least a dozen pirates had already crossed over into the next car. 

Fuck... Boomi was up there...

Grant ran for the front of the train. Jumping over smoking obstacles in the ruined interior of the car and didn’t look at the injured or dead on the floor. He sped up until he was sprinting.

The small connecting shroud between the next car was torn apart. That cannon shot had ripped it almost completely free, leaving a foot of floor grating and the bare hydraulic coupling. Below that was only the ground rushing past beside the maglev track.

The air already seemed twenty degrees warmer, and the sky was beginning to glow with a red tinge. How close were they to reaching the second bend on the serpentine? The one that would take them into the dayside.

Worry about that when you get there...

The air blasted him in the face as he measured the distance of the gap, took a running start, and leaped across to the next car. He made it, denting the compartment door on impact. Forced his way inside to find it just as open to the elements. Another gaping hole in the train wall with wind howling through the open side and two harpooned zip lines.

There were a dozen pirates in the car.

They were busy tying passengers together. Wrapped in some sort of gauze-like cocoons. Some civilians were already stacked in a pile near the ziplines like luggage. Others were dead. Thrown aside. Blood streaked the windows. One pirate barked something in a local dialect, gesturing to a young girl with a broken leg. Another raised a machete to kill her.

Grant introduced himself.

The laser rifle crackled, spitting a pale blue beam across the car. The first pirate took a hit through the chest and dropped. The second caught an unlucky hit in the jugular and staggered as he bled out and flopped to the floor. Two more shots clipped a pair of thugs trying to dive for cover behind a meal cart. One screamed as his leg caught fire.

The remaining pirates turned. Screamed their crazy war cries and came at him.

Dumb bastards.

The beam flickered and died. Dead battery.

Fine by me…

The rifle wasn't enough. The laser was killing the bastards too clean. As the white-cold adrenalin raged through him he need to feel them break with his bare hands. Needed to look in their faces as he made them regret getting up and go to work as pirates that morning.

One of the frothing crazies brought up a bloody axe. Grant caught the handle mid-swing and wrenched it free with a snarl as his other fist caved in the side of the guy's head. Another jabbed a three-pronged spear toward his side. It clanged uselessly off his suit. Grant backhanded him with the axe-head into a wall.

A third tried to empty his pistols into Grant. Bullets and smoke banging through the compartment until Grant closed the distance and smashed the spent laser rifle across the pirate’s face.

The weapon cracked. Broke in half. He kept swinging anyway until the broken stump was red with blood.

Over the aisle. Around the screaming civilians. Through overturned tables and scattered luggage. Barehanded now. Bloody fists snapping every pirate he found. The pirates stabbed and hacked, but none of it mattered. Their weapons broke on his armor or bounced off him entirely. One pressed a gun point-blank to his back and while the pain was like being hit with a claw hammer, the gun exploded in the man's hand.

He changed tactics. Started throwing them out the hole when he grabbed them. One by one. A scream. A blur. Gone.

He caught another pirate by the collar. Punched him in the teeth.

Out the hole.

He grabbed a man's blade from his own belt and stabbed him in the neck. Found another pirate on the floor crawling to escape.

Both out the hole.

By then they figured out they were fucked. Instead of fighting him they were running, trying to get away. Grant walked through them, barely thinking, barely feeling anything. Blood coated the walls. Coated him. Coated the floor.

When there was only one pirate left to faced him, he chose to jump out the hole rather than find out what Grant would do to him. That snapped him out of the cold rage. He shuddered a little at the sight.

Get a grip on yourself...

He stood among the carnage, breathing hard. Vision fuzzy. Hands trembling. His suit was scratched in a few places, but his body underneath had been punished. His muscles screaming.

The civilians didn’t cheer. They backed away. Horrified.

He staggered. Saw the abandoned meal cart. Kicking it open he grabbed two bottles. He leaned into the buffeting of the wind to escape the stench of smoke and blood. Snapped the neck off one bottle he upended it into his mouth. Guzzled it.

It was local stuff. Barely 3%. Warm. Sharp. It stung his tongue where he'd bitten it earlier. He didn’t care. Followed up with the second one after tossing the empty aside. The crunch of glass behind him made him spin around.

It wasn't pirates. It was Pandy.

The cat-girl was filthy. Matted in blood. Staring into space until her slit-pupiled eyes settled on Grant. She was carrying Bree in blood-soaked hands, shreds of cloth and flesh still in her claws.

Her eyes were glassy. A pair of her camera drones circled above her. Third one nowhere to be seen. But she wasn't acting for them anymore. She looked like she was in shock.

She looked like a zombie...

Grant stepped forward, alarmed. Then he realized. Pandy wasn't home anymore... Bree was riding her. Mind-controlling her. Too hurt to move on her own, she was using the cat-girl as her own body.

Her voice came faint in his head.

'Grant... Boomi... they shot her. Harpoon. Took her.'

Grant felt his stomach drop.

He held the fury back. Barely. His chest burned with it. The white-hot surge of adrenaline begged him to start smashing things again. But he needed a clear head.

“Where? Show me!”

Bree's voice whispered in his thoughts.

“They’re taking her... back to the pirate train...”

He moved to the shredded opening in the train wall. Warm wind slapped his face.

Up ahead, from the next car, pirates were zipping back across the lines to their train. Each one carried a bundle. Prisoners. Civilians wrapped tight in mummy-like bindings. Some struggled. Most didn’t.

As he watched, one of them had the unmistakable belly of a pregnant woman.

Boomi.

Grant clenched his teeth. He turned back to the train car. Eyes darting among the civilians until he spotted one in a porter's uniform.

“You!” he snarled, pointing to the dazed train worker cowering nearby. “How long till we reach the dayside?”

The man couldn't answer.

Grant surged towards him, fist raised, but Bree spoke in his head.

'Wait.'

The alien arachnid's eyes swiveled to the man. The man shuddered like he’d pissed himself, but he unfroze. “I-I don’t know! Fifteen minutes? Maybe less?”

Grant looked out at the pirate train. Not much time. “Get everyone into sealed cars. Now.”

“Sealed cars?”

“Look, asshole,” Grant pointed at the gaping hole. “Anyone in one of these cars with the holes when the sun hits is gonna be charcoal fire-starters.”

He didn’t wait for a response. Just turned back and started stripping gear from the fallen pirates. Harnesses. Weapons. He found a zipline rig and started strapping it on.

But then he heard a series of loud twanging noises. Like huge guitar strings snapping.

Grant looked up just in time to see the pirate train releasing the harpoon lines. The magnetic couplings peeled away. The connection between the trains was gone.

Their train started to pull ahead.

“No...” Grant breathed.

And across the gap, the pirate leader stood in the open hatch, red feathers snapping in the wind.

The two men locked eyes.

Grant's fingers twitched on the grip of a hatchet.

The pirate sneered and disappeared back inside.

Too far to jump. Too late to use the line.

Grant turned to Bree. She was still limp in Pandy’s arms, pale and shaking.

“Bree... I know you can see what I'm thinking... Can you get me across?”

She hesitated. Her voice was like broken glass. 'I think so... I can try.'

Pandy knelt down and Aubrey slowly uncurled from her lap, scuttled over the broken passenger chair to Grant's leg and reach her limbs up to him to be picked up.

“Nuh-uh,” he shook his head. “You’re too hurt. Stay here.”

'You have some plan to come back without me?' she asked.

Fuck. he hadn't thought of that. 

'Thought so... You need me bro.'

He picked her up and she crawled weakly onto Grant’s back. He used a spare harness to wrap around her thorax and secure her to his shoulders. Her limbs were cold. But her mind was sharp.

Behind them, Pandy blinked. Once. Twice. Her ears twitched. Her eyes focussed.

“Mreoooww? Where am I?” she said, spinning around with a frantic look. Her blood-soaked hands clutched at empty air. “Why am I here? What is this? Why am I all – gross?”

Her eyes locked onto Grant where he stood braced to jump out of the train.

“Garnt! Where do you think you're going!” she screeched. “Don’t you dare leave me here!”

“Take it easy,” he told her. “It’s about to get hot. Get in one of the sealed cars before we hit the dayside.”

“What are you doing?” she demanded, a hysterical yowl forming in her throat.

“They have Boomi. I'll be right back.”

“No! No you'll die!”

“Pandy... it’s Boomi.”

“I swear if you jump—! You’re supposed to protect me! Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

He saw her face scrunch in concentration and halfway expected her to use her powers to make him stay. But instead he felt the bridge connecting their emotions as she peered inside him. Reading his feelings. She blinked… mouth opened… and couldn’t form words. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she seemed to give up. Just nodded.

He felt a wave of emotion pour through him. Longing. Loyalty. Pure need to be with Grant... and something more. A fierce sense of closeness to the hoplite girl. For a moment Grant was shocked. Somewhere along the way Pandy had grown a soul… or at least grown attached to Boomi.

Then just as quickly it snapped like a rubber band and drained away.

“Go get her,” she nodded woodenly. “Bring her back.”

She threw herself at him with a fierce hug then stepped back.

‘Don’t worry, Pussy-cat,’ Bree spoke directly into her head. ‘Back before you know it.’

Pandy's eyes went wide with shock, staring at Aubrey. “It... talks...”

Then, Bree's voice turned sharp, mean, teenage. 'Dawww… look who finally figured it out… Took you long enough.'

“But... but you're a pet!” Pandy gasped. “Wait... what did you just call me?”

Bree leaned forward on Grant's back. 'I'm not a pet.’'

“Long story,” Grant grunted, stuffing last minute additions in his harness belt.

Pandy blinked, her tail fluffing. “I knew there was something weird about the spider...”

'Uh-huh… right,' Bree snapped. 'Get your narrow cat backside someplace safe and don’t get your tail on fire, indoor cat.'

Pandy stumbled back, eyes going wide. She dropped to her knees, ears flattening as an unseen pressure pressed into her skull.

'I said – move,' Bree ordered.

Pandy whimpered, turned, and bolted down the corridor, fur bristling, claws skittering on the floor.

'Thought she'd never leave.'

They stood at the open breach, facing the wind. “Ready?” he asked.

Bree counted down in his head.

'Three... two... one...'

The world jerked sideways.

An invisible sledgehammer of telekinetic force slammed into his back and launched them both through the air.

Grant suddenly knew what it felt like to fly. It left his stomach behind as he arced high, wind whipping against them. At the top of the apogee, he saw the red line of dawn in the distance, poking between the sides of the serpentine valley.

Too close.

Then they were dropping. Swerving for the car directly behind the pirate train's engine. A giant invisible hand guiding him straight for the open doorway like a human cannonball. His boots smashed into the edge of the deck, and he tucked low, rolling through the gap as pirates yelped in alarm.

He came up crouched behind an ammo crate, Bree still clinging to his back.

And following him like an angry hornet was one of Pandy’s camera drones. It buzzed around the train car overhead. He eyed the stupid drone.

“Really buddy? Your funeral…”

Bree dropped off and crawled inside the nearest open container. Four limbs reached up and slammed the lid closed behind her.

Grant drew his guns and stood up.

The first pirate raised his sword in time to take a four-barreled pistol slug to the eye. The rest kept coming. Grant shot. Hands and body moving on their own. If he didn't know Bree was weak as a kitten he'd almost think she was puppeting his body. Every move smooth. Perfect. Deadly.

But this wasn't mind control. This was a perfect calm. His body doing exactly what it wanted. He pivoted, fast and brutal. Two guns. Eight barrels. Four pirates dropped before their weapons cleared their belts.

He stepped over the bodies, calmly tossing both weapons when they clicked empty. Scooped two more from the floor without breaking stride.

“Stay here,” he told Bree.

She didn’t answer. The tiny drone zipped to follow him.

“Seriously?” he asked it.

It waggled assertively.

“Suit yourself,” he told the camera. “Its not gonna be PG-13 though…”

Grant pushed towards the back of the train, where he'd last seen them take Boomi. He'd clear the entire crew if he had to.

The interior of the pirate train smelled like oil and old meat. Cracked vinyl seats. Worn posters and stolen silk hangings on the walls. Bones wired to light fixtures. Exactly what you might expect in the cover article of Good Pirate Housekeeping. The interior looked like it might have started life as a passenger car but had been stripped to the bare studs. Stacked with contraband and lines of rope and wire.

He shoved into the next car. The galley. A big man in an apron was drinking straight from a jug. He froze. Grant crossed the distance between them in a moment. One kitchen knife. One scream. The orange cook’s hand nailed to the cutting board.

“Where is she?”

“W-w-who?” the cook shrieked.

“Don't fuck with me! The offworlder you were sent here for!”

“B-back there!” the man whimpered. Nodded towards the rear of the train. Grant left him pinned there.

Next car. Another gun deck.

Pirates scrambled. Some of them covered in soot and blood from the raid. Some securing the guns and getting ready to seal the train against the dayside. And in the back was the ringleader with the fancy feather hat.

“Hey boys, you're fucked!” Grant announced as he entered.

He raised both pistols and fired. Pirates fell. Some got shots off. A few bounced off his armor. He kept moving. Stepping over bodies.

The last two pirates rushed him with axes. Bad move. He let the guns fall and met them with bare hands. One elbow shattered a skull. The other was thrown into a cannon breach with a kerunch of deforming skull and didn’t get up.

The headdress captain screamed something and fled to the next car. Grant followed. 

The space between the cars howled with wind. The air was definitely warmer now. Dry and desert-hot. Blood-red light filled the gap. 

Grant looked up.

The sun was rising. They were almost in daylight. No more time to waste.

There was a clang as the retreating captain seal the hatch to the next car behind him. 

Dick move...

Grant braced on foot on the doorjamb and gripped the big door handle. Metal groaned. Popped. Then it gave way. He wrenched the hatch open and threw himself to the side just in time.

A harpoon whipped past his ear. The bolt buried itself in the outside of the train car behind him with a brutal CHUNK, vibrating like a tuning fork.

He stepped sideways, fast and low, sweeping the space for targets.

Final car. No place left to run.

Inside, all the hatches but one were closed and the dim red light of dawn was starting to shine in. Smelled like blood and the iron stink of adrenaline. Packed with pirates. Armed and waiting for him. The pirate captain stood at the center, barrel of the harpoon gun in his arms still smoking.

At least a dozen men. All armed. Guns, lasers, blades, one lunatic with a spiked ball attached to a chain. He caught a glimpse of something white behind them. On the floor, wrapped tight in silvery cocoon strands, was Boomi.

She was struggling. Still alive.

Grant smiled.

Then dropped both pistols. Didn't want to risk a stray shot hitting her.

The captain grinned back. Assumed he was surrendering. “Well, well. Look who finally came to his senses--”

Grant cut him off. “Anyone who jumps out that door right now gets to live.”

Laughter. The kind that only comes from men who think you’re bluffing.

He sealed the suit helmet. Then he rushed them.

He took four shots in the chest. One in the thigh. Another grazed his helmet. Bullets pinged off his umbria armor like golf balls on a dumpster. Pain bloomed. He ignored it.

The first pirate got an axe halfway up before Grant’s boot shattered his crotch. The man folded backwards, pelvis crushed. Not dead. Probably wished he was.

The second tried to backpedal. Grant grabbed him by the shoulder, spun him into a third, and drove a fist into the nearest neck. Snap. Dead before he hit the floor.

Another pirate swung a machete. Grant caught his wrist, twisted, and felt tendons snap like rubber bands. The machete dropped. Grant drove it into the man’s gut.

The spiked chain guy was charging. Grant yanked the embedded axe from the corpse in front of him and hurled it. It stuck halfway into the guy’s chest. He staggered. Grant closed the distance and shoulder-checked him into the wall. Bones crunched.

Three more pirates tried to dogpile him at once.

He kicked one in the knee – sideways. The leg bent the wrong way. The man screamed and collapsed. Grant twisted the second’s arm until it ripped free of the socket and used it to beat the third unconscious.

Thirty seconds. Sixty tops. Part of his brain was shocked at the number of men he’d just killed in under a minute. Recoiled back at the sight of the mutilated bodies.

The other part, buried deeper in his brainstem where the animal part delighted in carnage, just smiled.

Only the captain remained. Wide-eyed. Hands trembling as he desperately worked to reload the harpoon gun. Grant took his time walking toward him. Waited until he'd finished putting a new harpoon in the gun and put the thing in full cock before he ripped it out of the man's hands. The captain yelped in pain and staggered back.

He grabbed the man by the face. One hand. Full grip.

Then slammed his skull down into the barrel of the cannon.

CRUNCH.

The cannon dented. The pirate’s skull shattered. The body dropped.

There were five pirates still able to walk. They screamed and leapt out the open train door. Every last one.

Into the burning dawn.

He gave himself a few seconds to calm down. Blood rushing. Staggering to a halt. Looking at the red sunlight shining through the window.

Then he drew a knife and knelt by the wrapped bundle that was Boomi. “Hold still,” he told her. Sawing the knife through the tough fabric he exposed her from toes upwards. As the silk fell away, she opened one eye and saw the coast was clear. Antennae perking up.

“You're... a mess,” she said softly, blinking up at him. Then, with a nervous laugh, “Sorry... I didn't mean to get caught. I should’ve fought harder or… something.” Her gaze trailed down his blood-soaked form. “Also... this is going to sound really messed up, but... this whole 'unstoppable savage rescue daddy' thing? Kinda doing it for me.”

Outside, the landscape had gone blood-orange. Heat shimmered off the open frame of the door. The sun was fully up.

***

He looked over the girl. Her umbria space suit was covered in blood and scorch marks from lasers, quickly repairing itself. Then there was her leg...

Her calf was a mess with a harpoon shaft jutting clean through, lodged deep with blood pooling under it.

“Boomi,” he smiled and leaned in. Kissed her, deep and fast. She melted into it. Moaning into his mouth.

“Right here? Right now?” she said breathily. “Well... if we're fast, sure...” she reached to unzip her space suit.

Then while she was distracted he yanked the harpoon out of her leg.

Boomi screamed into his mouth and went limp. Out cold.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” he muttered, jamming a vial of synthskin in the entry and exit wound to seal it.

He stood with her slung princess-carry style in his arms. No time for gentle.

He took one look at the sun. The air so hot through the open door that it was crinkling his exposed skin. He touched Boomi's suit control and raised the fishbowl helmet, then his own. Then retraced his path through the blood-slick cars, detouring only long enough to snatch the cook's half-empty bottle of local rotgut. The man was passed out face-first on the cutting board, blissfully unaware of anything.

At the gun deck, Bree was still half-curled inside the ammo crate, pale and twitching.

“Hey,” he said. “Wake up. We're not done yet.”

Only two of her eight eyes fluttered open, blood leaking from one nostril. 'Is it time to go home?'

“Almost. Start charging your battery.”

Grant set Boomi down and moved to kneel beside the cannon. He put his back into it and inch by inch dragged it in a half-circle arc. Groaning in effort. When he was done the gun was pointed toward the front of the pirate train, aiming directly at the engine car.

“Time to go,” he said. “Hope you're up for it.”

He helped Bree onto his back, lifted Boomi under one arm, and stood in the open door of the train car, one hand on the firing lanyard of the cannon.

“Three... two... one!”

He fired.

An invisible force slammed into them and launched them out of the car. The cannon exploded behind them, punching a fireball through the front of the pirate train. Steel split and engines shrieked.

They were airborne.

The sun hit them like a hammer. Heat roared up off the stones and beat down from the boiling winds, baking their suits in midair. The umbrian technology compensated. Absorbed the thermal energy and left him feeling a shocking chill as his sweat cooled. From that height he could see the entire valley shimmered with waves of dry, skin-crawling heat. His eyes stung. Bree clung to his back like a broken doll, silent, barely conscious. He could feel the strain in her mind – one last, desperate push. There was no second shot. If they missed, they’d fall into an oven and never be found.

Grant felt the trajectory shift. Instead of flying straight to their own train, they were drifting. Falling.

Bree groaned. Her head slumped. As she was losing control, they were losing altitude. Fast. Below, the valley blurred past at 100mph. If they missed the train, they’d be a smear on the rocks.

And at that moment Boomi woke up just in time to feel herself falling and scream her lungs out.

As they started to descend he was scanning for where they’d land. The pirates had blown holes through half the cars on his train, but at their current flight path they'd miss them all. The train was pulling ahead. Another few seconds and they'd miss it completely.

No angle. No time.

“Bree! Aim for the cargo car! The last car!”

Her reply was a strangled gasp, but she changed their course.

Then behind them, the pirate engine erupted into a fireball.

A shockwave slammed into them, spun them. As the world rolled Grant saw the explosion flinging the burning wreck of the pirate maglev apart like toy blocks. As the shattered engine lost power, it wobbled, veering wildly on the track.

“Lookout lookout lookout!” Boomi was screaming.

The distance between them and the rear cargo car of their train closed shockingly fast. The ragged hole yawned like a mouth, heat shimmer pouring off of it.

Grant curled his body around both girls and braced. Bree let out a hoarse, final cry.

They shot forward like a missile. Hit the opening dead center.

Grant slammed into the cargo bay floor on one shoulder and rolled, protecting the others with his body. The impact rattled his teeth. Then the impact inside the car slammed him to a halt. Bouncing off like a pool ball. Splayed out on the floor. The three of them came to rest in a tangled heap of limbs, blood, and gear.

But alive.

Grant was having trouble drawing a breath. Felt his body refusing to answer the order to get up. Everything a fire alarm of pain.

“Fuuuuuuuu….”

“Garnt?” Boomi moaned. Stirred and coughed.

“Just… need a second,” he managed.

The girl laughed. Giddy, breathless. “We made it. Stars... we made it. We're safe. I can't believe—”

Then the grendel roared from inside the cage next to them.

Oh.... shit...

The sound shook the car. Massive weight of the thing slammed against the metal walls of the crate. Then a second slam buckled the door. Metal shrieked and groaned.

Boomi screamed, high and raw. “IS THAT A GRENDEL?”

Grant groaned and sat up, bleeding from half a dozen places, suit torn and scorched.

“Uh... yeah... about that...”

“WHY DID YOU LET A GRENDEL ON OUR TRAIN?”

He forced himself to his feet. Picked up Bree. “Hey, it's not like a brought the fucking thing... Relax. It can’t get out. Probably.”

Boomi just stared. Pale, trembling.

Then the world lurched with the catastrophic sound of metal crumpling and smashing. Like a multi-car pileup on the freeway.

As he watched the engine of the pirate train nosed into the sandy rock beside the track.

Eruption. A fountain of rock and sand plowed out of the surface of the planet. The track lit up with sparks and shrieking metal as their enemies’ train engine derailed.

The pirate train, visible through the gaping hole in the car, came apart. Derailment wasn’t the right word. It was a full-blown maglev obliteration. The engine had tore loose and the whole train jackknifed into the desert.

Cars tore free and flipped like toy blocks in the blinding heat. Scattered contents of the pirate train cooked and combusted midair.

Grant was frozen in shock. Watching it unfold.

The last car of the pirate train nosed into the track. Like a pole vaulter jamming the pole into the ground, it stood on its nose and flipped end over end.

Straight toward them.

Grant barely had time to shout before the tumbling train car clipped the cargo compartment.

The world detonated in a shuddering crash. Screeching metal. Exploding rivets. The last five feet of their cargo car peeled away like the top of a sardine can. 

***


Chapter 25    : Cat-girl on a Hot Tin Roof

The grendel's cage was slammed aside.

The train car screamed.

The whole frame buckled as the impact from the pirate wreck shook through it, snapping Grant’s teeth shut. They were flung like dolls. His back hit a wall. Boomi tumbled past him. Bree struck a crate with a dull thud. Then came the last sound he wanted to hear.

Chains snapping.

Grant turned just in time to see the grendel's crate – several tons of reinforced alloy – break free. It slid across the floor, slow at first, then faster, smashing smaller cargo crates in its path. He had a half second to react, and shoved Boomi in the small of her back so she flipped end over end out of the path.

It hit Grant like a runaway garbage truck.

His suit went rigid. Freezing him in place. Like he'd suddenly been encased in concrete. Without it, he’d have been crushed to paste.

Instead, he was pinned to the wall, ribs groaning, eyes swimming, barely able to breathe. Every shift of the swaying cargo car tilting the cage slightly. Was it his imagination, or was it starting to squeeze him?

How strong was the suit? 

Boomi scrambled back to him, limping. Her wounded leg useless. Seeing him trapped, her face formed a fierce mask and despite her condition she grabbed the edge of the crate and wedged herself between it and the wall. She let out a scream as she pulled with everything she had. For a moment his suit lost its rigidity.

Grant used the opening. Pushed. Muscles screaming. Metal screeching against metal as it shifted a few inches. Together they heaved, and Grant wriggled out from between the wall and the crate, collapsing to the deck.

Boomi leaned against the wall a moment, eyes squeezed shut in pain and cradling her stomach with one hand. Her knees gave out and she dropped next to him.

“Boomi!”

“'M okay...” she said between gritted teeth.

The floor of the cargo car tilted.

They looked at each other.

The maglev under them was failing. Whatever damage the crash had done, the cargo car had begun dragging its tail end until it was almost on the track. Then something gave and with a crash it tilted a full twenty degrees.

BAMMMM

Sparks flew past the open rear of the car. The whole compartment shrieked as metal ground against rock. They were skating on a metal coffin.

From somewhere deep in the body of the car Grant heard the groaning of metal that ran though the frame. Maybe the structure of the car weakening...

...or maybe the coupling holding it to the rest of the train...

“Move,” Grant growled. “Get out of the car!”

He grabbed Bree, threw her over his shoulder, and forced Boomi forward with a hand on her back. The three of them climbed the slope of the warped cargo car deck, heading for the forward door.

Behind them, the crate groaned again.

With the train dragging, the chains broken, the angle was too steep. The Grendel’s crate was sliding backward towards the missing end of the car, slow at first, then gaining speed.

The crate hit the lip. Crumpled. Bent in half on impact. For a moment it hung, perfectly balanced between falling and staying.

Then the door of the cage exploded outward.

There was a roar like a horny grizzly in mating season. Then a scaled, clawed hand the size of a garden rake slapped onto the deck of the train car. The grendel reached out, claws latching onto the edge of the torn floor as the crate tumbled away.

Boomi screamed.

It was like watching a horrible butterfly emerge from a steel cocoon. The twisted monstrous shape sliding out of the ruined crate as it fell away. Mad eyes locked on them. As the cage and the tail of the cargo car ripped apart, tumbling away, it held on.

The creature’s armored tail dragging behind the train, a monster trying to climb aboard. The glow of the red sun's heat on the blasted landscape outside silhouetted the creature against the glare.

At the sight of the grendel dragging itself inside, Boomi let out a sound that was more animal than human. Like hearing a rabbit scream for the first time. A sound he hadn't thought her body could make. Eyes frozen on it, she scrambled backwards. Then, like some switch had been flipped, she dropped into a crouch and ran.

There was nothing behind her eyes. Pure instinct. Fear strength propelling her away from the creature in a full sprint.

Grant hoisted Bree over his shoulder and followed, boots sliding on the deck as he fought the incline.

Then the heat, which had been building higher and higher, seemed to hit a new level. The sun pouring inside the car was like an oven. His suit protected him, but it had taken a beating, and was still repairing itself in a few spots. The air boiled around him, stabbing hot knives through the damaged seals of his suit, his exposed skin in burning pain.

Like bacon in a skillet.

He could hear the grendel behind him. Scrabbling at the metal. Trying to find some purchase as it screamed in pain, trying to haul its body inside. Thing had to be cooking too. Grant didn't look back. Threw himself the last few steps to reach the compartment door at the far end and pull himself through the frame.

Outside, the heat was worse. Red sunlight spilling around the edges of the walls of the short accordion shelter between the cars.

Boomi had already thrown open the grating hatch on the floor and was stamping hard down into it against the coupling mechanism below. Gone feral. She was kicking the emergency release latch with her heel again and again, grunting through the pain in her wounded leg. Grant could see the blood trickling out the harpoon holes in the suit as it tried to repair itself.

But she didn’t stop.

“Boomi!” he shouted.

She turned, face twisted with fury and panic. Grant pushed Bree into her arms and then shoved both of them towards the next compartment.

He pulled the last laser pistol from his belt. Clicked it to the highest power setting.

He leveled it at the coupling pin – a thick, reinforced steel rod that kept the cars locked together – and opened fire. No time for anything fancy. Just saw right through the fucker. The beam hissed through the air, carving glowing red lines into the pin. The metal sizzled, hissed, bubbled. Molten drops shedding as he continued to cut through.

A quarter of the way through…

Almost halfway...

An eerie cry from the cargo car rode up his spine and he froze. For a moment stared back through the door into the shuddering, tilted train car.

Nothing.

Keep cutting...

He levelled the beam at the pin again, ignoring everything else. And while he kept burning though the pin, he glanced back into the car to see the horrific froglike face of the creature poking out of the door. Black eyes staring at him.

The grendel, still clinging to the ruined interior of the cargo car, glared at him with inhuman hate. It tilted its head. And then in a perfect mimicry of the hoplite's cruel voice, it spoke.

“You defiled her. You primitive, half-rotted corpse.”

Grant turned. Looked it straight in its malformed, lipless face.

“Fuck you.”

He turned the laser back to the coupling and kept firing.

More than halfway through. The entire metal bar was glowing red. But so was the barrel of the laser. Smoke curled from the power pack and the grips were starting to burn his palm.

The grendel climbed higher, dragging its nightmarish body over the deck. Its claws left gouges in the metal. Its dead eyes looking past Grant... locked on Boomi.

Boomi screamed again and ran, carrying Bree through the forward door.

Good girl...

And as he gritted his teeth against the pain, the pistol stuttered. The beam flickered, came back once, then died.

The creature slithered forward in a rush.

But as the cargo car hit some sort of jutting feature of the landscape and shook, the pin gave way with a squeal of tortured metal. The whole car lurched. Then a sound like a door slamming as the connector tore loose. Not just decoupling, but bending and snapping free.

A chunk of shrapnel shot up and sliced into Grant’s shoulder, spinning him around. He dropped the smoking pistol and fell back. Below his feet a gap opened between the two cars, revealing the baked surface of the red planet below. As he watched, the crippled cargo car began to fall behind. Then as the damaged maglev panels lost power it skewed and shuddered.

The froglike head darted out of the doorway. The body ripping the wall panel back to widen it and then with a rush of movement Grant stared in horror as it rushed out.

And jumped.

For a moment Grant thought it was coming right at him but the massive, half-frog, half-lizard monster cleared the distance and landed on the roof of the train above him. It hit with a heavy WHUMP, shaking the car. Then he heard its claws sinking into the metal as it clambered forward, tail vanishing as it started heading for the front of the train.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

The moment the tail vanished over the roof, he shoved himself through the scorched doorway into the next compartment. Eyes up, like he might see it trying to tear its way in.

The train was moving faster now that it wasn't dragging the cargo car. He slammed the door closed behind him to block the heat but the gaping hole in the side of the car from the pirate attack was letting the full burn of the sun cook the inside of the car. It was boiling, almost literally. Seat cushions smoldering. Blistered paint. Cracks in the glassite windows weeping from thermal stress.

He could hear the Grendel was ahead of him, crawling along the top of the train like a nightmare. Fucker was ignoring him...

No... he remembered the little hoplite fuck with the blue gem giving it Boomi’s soiled panties for the scent... it was going after her...

His face hardened as he broke into a run. Not a fucking chance.

The only gun he had was one of the local toys. No bombs. No offworld lasers or even stunbeamers. His hand closed on the handle of the chipped, blood-crusted pirate axe he'd salvaged earlier. He had that, a dagger, a pointed cutlass-like sword as long as his arm.

It would have to be enough. He was the most dangerous human in the galaxy; if he had to cut the grendel down bit by bit like a giant redwood, then that's what he'd do.

He winced at the heat from the hole in the train as he passed it, boots thudding hard against the scorched deck. The grendel was heavy. It left dents. Grant used the sound of its claws scraping overhead to track it. Judging the lead.

Next car.

He ducked through the connecting passage wincing at the sun’s heat.

It had a similar hole blown through one wall. Dayside heat poured in like an open furnace. Grant ran past it, body screaming. He felt the blistering kiss of the air even through the umbrian suit. The temperature readout on the wrist was in alien numbers he couldn't read but it was increasing almost by the second. The suit couldn't hold out forever. He had no idea how much more it would protect him.

He ran. Passed through two more cars. All empty. At least there was nobody left in his way. Only the bodies of pirates. And the scream of the wind.

He reached the dining car, listening hard. Couldn't hear it.

The lower level of the dining car was mostly intact. Someone had closed the door to the upper private car, but it was smoking and when Grant yanked it open it belched a cloud of smoke. He slammed through the door and sprinted up the spiral stair to the observation bubble.

The heat doubled.

The domed glassite he'd broken out was funnelling the burning air of the surface inside like a blower into a smelter. The edges of the broken bubble had cracked, half-melted. He could see straight up through it... the crimson sky like a heat lamp in hell. He tore a round side-table loose from where it was bolted to the floor and turned it sideways to get it out the hole. Wedged his boots into the edge of the window frame, and shoved himself outside.

As hot as it had been inside the train it felt like an air-conditioner on full blast as he climbed into the burning slipstream on top of the train. After leaving the valley they were picking up speed but still hadn’t reached the same hurricane force of the straightaway yet.

He used the metal table as a heat shield, covering his body as he crouched down in the lee of the observation bulge on the top of the train. At least his umbrian suit seemed to have plugged all the holes as it self-repaired. But its ability to cool him off was hitting a wall. Already pushed way past the limit.

He endured the heat. Felt his blood pounding. Leaned into the cold white rage in his veins.

Crouched down, he locked one boot, then the next. Magnetic clamps on full power. The sunlight painted the world red and black. Ash swirled in the wind. The train screamed along the tracks below.

And there, behind him but catching up, was the Grendel.

Its skin was cooking. Literally. Chunks of it flaking off like burned meat. But it didn’t slow down. It clawed its way forward with animal determination, zeroed in on reaching Boomi.

Grant waited.

Crouched in the blast shadow of the domed glass bubble, he could hear the monster coming. Metal creaked and moaned under the Grendel's weight. The heat made every second agony. It took all Grant’s willpower to stay there. The sun had turned the world to blood, and the only thing louder than the slipstream was the pounding of his blood in his ears.

Then it was there.

The grendel crawled over the observation vestibule. Slithering on its belly. Eyes closed against the burning wind. The moment the clawed, long-fingered hand gripped the dome beside him, Grant launched.

He came up swinging with the pirate axe. Full force. All his weight and fury behind it. The blade caught the Grendel's extended right arm just past the wrist. Hit so hard the shock ran up Grant’s arm.

A wet crunch. A scream. The axe sheared through four of its clawed fingers. The Grendel shrieked, yanking its mutilated limb back. Black blood sprayed across the metal roof and sizzled instantly, like hot oil in a pan.

It jerked the arm back, snarling in rage, and grabbed the observation bubble with its good arm. The mutated bulk of it clung there, spasming with pain, balancing on the roof.

Grant didn't give it a moment to react. He surged forward, axe raised, and hacked straight into its face.

The first blow cracked a plate of bone above its eye. The second sent teeth flying. The third opened a cleft from cheekbone to jaw.

Then the monster roared and swung blindly. Backhanded him.

It was like getting hit by an anvil… if the anvil was attached to a falling tree trunk. Grant's body lifted clean off the train roof and slammed down hard, skidding backwards. He scraped across the ridged roof paneling sliding right for the edge. Saw the drop coming closer. Imagined it in his head: sliding off into freefall... landing on the jagged rocky surface of dayside. Baking in the sun. Watching the train vanish in the distance knowing Boomi was helpless while he slowly roasted to death...

He spun halfway around, wind whipping past, and made a desperate grab. The magnetic grip on his left boot and one hand managed to hold on. He yanked to a halt just shy of plunging over the side.

For a long moment he lay there. Baking. Unable to move as the pain screamed into his brain. His ribs felt shattered.

But he held on.

Held on and kept holding on until bit by bit he mastered the agony.

Grant rolled over. Got to his hands and knees. Watched the grendel take a half-step back, bumping into the observation bubble. The grendel screamed and clawed at the roof.

It had stopped. Was crouching for protection, tail lashing back and forth.

Why wasn't it coming?

For a moment Grant's brain refused to process what he was seeing.

It... was afraid.

Maybe it was the heat slowly cooking him inside his overheating space suit, but Grant started to laugh. An uncontrollable hysterical sound forcing its way past his lips.

Motherfucker had learned a lesson... don't fuck with the guy from Earth…

The grendel shrank back and its attention went to the dome. Its flesh was bubbling now. Sunlight cooking it alive. The smoke whipping behind it in thin streamers. It knew it was dying if it stayed out here. It wanted back inside.

It started to rip at the glassite, using its remaining hand to tear through the warped, half-melted dome. The windows cracked and fractured as it peeled open the metal frame.

No fucking way. He couldn't let it in. Not with Boomi and Bree and Pandy stuck in there. “You bought the ticket, asshole. Now take the ride.”

He drew the pirate sword from his belt. 

This is gonna hurt...

He'd get one shot at this. Grant disengaged the magnetic grapplers at the same time and let the wind take him. The force flung him like a missile... straight at the monster.

He gripped the sword in both hands, point first, and braced for it. The distance closed. Shockingly fast, and then--

KERRUNCH!

He was a missile made of Grade A Number 1 pissed off earth meat. The force of his body buried the blade into the Grendel's chest up to the hilt. Impact of their bodies nearly knocking both of them loose. The pain screamed through Grant's already abused ribs. This time he definitely felt something crack. Sharp pain in his chest. Spitting blood.

For a moment Grant was pressed to its burning body. Face-to-face as it shrieked. A raw, guttural, dying sound.

But the impact knocked Grant clean over its back. The sword hilt torn from his grip. Freefall. Tumbling across the roof. The suit saved him again. Magnetic grip in the gloves snapping out and catching a trailing bent strip of metal the grendel had torn partway free of the observation bubble.

Hanging by a single arm over the roaring void, the train thundering beneath him.

The torn metal strip he clung to sizzled under his glove like he was holding the handle of a cast iron skillet fresh off the stove. Even with the umbrian suit, his hand was cooking inside the glove.

But he didn’t let go.

Somewhere above, the Grendel thrashed, still impaled on the pirate sword driven through its chest. Its claws scraped and tore at the warped dome.

Grant gritted his teeth and yanked himself up. A muscle-twitch at a time.

Every inch was a fistfight with gravity and pain. His boots clamped magnetically. First one. Then the other. He crouched low on the scorched metal; eyes locked on the Grendel.

It had taken a massive wound. The blood welling up caught on the wind and sizzled. Evaporating into ash as it streamed behind the creature. But it was still crawling forward, trying to force its bulk through the hole in the roof of the train. Smoke curled from its skin. Chunks of it sloughed off. Its breathing came in hitching gasps. But it wasn’t giving up.

Grant was down to knives and then it would be bare hands. He yanked two curved pirate daggers from his belt. Shoved forward as fast as he dared. Took the last few steps in a leapfrogging speedwalk.

The grendel was halfway inside. Rear legs flailing, shoulders wedged into the shattered dome. Grant landed behind it. Drove both blades into the arch of its foot with all his weight. The steel sank deep. Popped right through the sole and into the metal of the train's roof.

The monster shrieked.

It reared backward, trying to free itself. But Grant held on. Pressed his full weight down to pin the Grendel in place. It swatted at him, but the only free hand it had was missing its fingers, and Grant ducked, taking the dull swipe that glanced off his shoulder. It thrashed. Skin split. Its screams turned desperate.

You’re not getting inside... You’re dying here. With me, if it comes to that...

The heat was becoming unbearable. Inside his helmet, sweat poured down his face. Warning glyphs blinked red across his visor. The suit was reaching thermal overload.

Still, he held.

The grendel twisted. Forced itself backward. Turned to face him. Its eyes boiled in their sockets. A clawless hand lashed toward Grant’s throat—

Thunk!

A metal spear slammed through the Grendel’s forearm.

The hooked head punched straight through. Metal cable braided to the end punching through the creatures flesh like a sewing needle and thread. The harpoon head slammed into the roof of the train car not far from Grant's foot.

What the fuuuuu...

As the grendel yanked and thrashed, unable to tear free, another harpoon hit. Lower, through the knee joint. metal shaft punching out the other side and into the train, pinning it in two places. The beast shrieked as it buckled

Grant turned. Squinted through the haze.

Boomi stood ten meters back on the roof. On the rear slope of the dining car. Her umbrian suit scorched, fishbowl helmet darkened by soot. One of the pirate harpoon guns balanced on her shoulder like a bazooka.

She dropped the butt to the deck and pulled another harpoon. Reloading.

He had no idea if the grendel realized the danger from Boomi, or if it had sensed the target it was so determined to reach. Either way it lunged toward her.

Or it tried to. The harpoons and Grant's dagger were pinning it down.

Reloaded, she shouldered the harpoon again. Seemed to struggle with the weight. Then fired. The third harpoon punched through the Grendel’s neck.

It spasmed. Twitched. But it didn't die. Tough bastard refused to give up.

Boomi voice crackled over the suit comms. “Garnt,” she gasped. “Let go! Let go!”

Grant didn’t think. He disengaged the magnetic grip and let himself slide down the train towards her.

The roof pitched beneath him. The rush of wind and smoke and blistering heat became a tunnel of hell as he skidded backward down the sloped metal deck, straight toward her.

She tossed the harpoon gun aside and braced, arms outstretched.

She caught him.

Barely...

Their bodies collided like car crash dummies. He couldn't stop the yelp of pain. They rolled together over the edge, bouncing down into the connecting vestibule between the cars. He saw Boomi had anchored the harpoon cables to the inner handrails there, and they snagged one like a safety line, tangled up together in sweat and ashes and blood.

Grant groaned. His ribs screamed.

Boomi shoved him. “Inside!”

He screamed for real then. Broken ribs grinding together.

They tumbled through the sealed pressure door into the lower level of the dining car, then she slammed it shut behind them. The room glowed like a forge. Everything inside on fire. The hole in the observation bubble above cast a shaft of red light across the dining tables, already scorched and warping.

But it was cool as an icebox compared to outside.

They collapsed just inside the galley, panting. Above them, they heard the beast. The grendel was still somehow alive. Grant was beginning to have a new respect for the hyumin natives of Hoplia who had hunted and killed these things with nothing more than spears.

It shrieked. The sound wasn’t natural. It mimicked Boomi’s voice – ragged, high-pitched, begging.

“Garnt! Help me! Please—!”

He shuddered. It sobbed and wailed in her tone, each word twisted into a mocking echo.

Boomi curled into a ball against him. Hands pressed uselessly to the sides of her helmet “Make it stop.”

“It'll be over soon,” he said, as evenly as he could. “Look at it.”

Slowly, Boomi raised her eyes to look up the stairwell and up at the writhing monster. From below, through the shattered dome, they watched the grendel burn. Its skin peeling away. Its limbs on fire. The three harpoons held it fast. It screeched in human voices, in sobs, in lies.

In the end, its face was burned down to the bone but it made one more pleading call.

“Garnt, please... I love you...”

The hair on the back of his neck stood up. “Fucking die already.”

Then it collapsed. Limp. Halfway inside the train, body slowly being burned away.

The heat was getting worse. A glimpse out the side windows of the train and Grant saw they were under the brightest part of the sun. Nothing could survive high noon on this planet.

Grant pulled Boomi after him. “Come on.”

They moved on hands and knees, dragging themselves through the scorched car to the kitchen.

“Here,” Grant grunted, ripping open the industrial fridge. He tore out the racks and containers, throwing steaming food tins to the ground. Cleared enough room for both of them.

“Get in.”

Boomi didn’t argue. She climbed into the appliance, and he followed, pulling the door shut behind them.

Dark. Cold. Blessed relief.

They lay tangled together, holding on like shipwreck survivors.

After a long silence, Grant muttered, “You killed a grendel.”

Boomi didn’t speak.

“That makes you some kinda legend now, right? Like one of those ancient hero ladies from your world.”

She snorted, then laughed, then groaned. “I told you I'd come back for you.”

He felt the urge to kiss her but the best he could manage was clink his fishbowl helmet against hers. ”Thanks for that.”

Another silence.

“Ummmm. Garnt...” Her voice was small. ”I peed myself.”

He blinked. “Seems like a fair trade.”

“But I think there's something wrong with my suit. Normally it absorbs it.”

“How much did you pee?” he chuckled.

“Like, a lot. During the fight. It was... it was gushing in my boots. I was too scared.”

Grant frowned. “Boomi... how much exactly?”

She shifted. “I dunno. Too much for the suit to soak up. And there's this glob of something with it... it's really uncomfortable.”

He looked down at her. Nah... that couldn't be... Could it? Not now. Not right this moment.

“Boomi,” he said. “How's your stomach feel?”

“Fine. I guess.”

He breathed a sigh of relief.

“Except for the cramps. I must have pulled a muscle... or something,” she said innocently.

“Awww fuck...”

“What?” her voice sounded scared. “What now?”

“Well... I'm no expert... but I think your water just broke and you're in labor.” Even as he said the words he felt oddly calm. Despite the yawning black hole of terror that he could sense opening under him. 

She relaxed. “Don’t scare me like that. I thought we were in trouble.” Then: “My what broke?”

He swallowed. Tried to sound calm. “Those babies... I think they want out now.”

“But... but how?” she said, red eyes big as saucers. “There's no teleporter to get them out...”

“Yeah... It might be happening the old-fashioned way.”

She looked at him uncomprehending then slowly a look of desperate fear crossed her face. 

She screamed.

***


Chapter 26    : Unsanctioned Reproductive Acts

Whatever the town was called by the natives, Grant's micronaut translators had decided it was 'Brightside', though that felt like some cruel joke. It was supposed to be the jewel of the planet, the first stop for offworlders fresh out of the spaceport. Hub for trading and main terminus for the globe-spanning train line. The reality was old world buildings, dusty streets and rusted scaffolds like fences around the growing number of modern-built towers and offworld structures. The old palaces and gardens and temples in the PR brochures for tourists showed more lens flare than reality. Descending from orbit, it looked like a smashed plate on an anthill. From ground level it looked worse.

The locals were used to the sight of trains screaming in across the web of tracks… eight different lines converging like spaghetti into the station at the town's dusty center. They’d become used to the slowly descending whistle tone as the trains coasted in. Engineers easing back on the throttle as they passed through the outskirts. Gentle. Smooth. Predictable.

Not this one.

This express came to town like a drunk uncle driving a monster truck towards a preschool recital.

Station Control spotted it first. A mile out, engine smoking like a barbecue pit. By the time it tripped three of the red-light switches telling it to slow down, some nervous supervisor spilled his hot tea leaning on the tower alarm. Bell ringing across the trainyards.

The train still didn’t slow. There were some puckered assholes as they watched it barrel towards the main terminal… and the sphincters only relaxed when someone up front cut the power and yanked the brake lever hard enough to give the locals whiplash. Even with the maglev turned off, it carried a lot of momentum as emergency brakes gripped the rails.

Steel shrieked. Sparks flew. The ground rumbled under the station platforms.

And by some minor miracle the train didn't derail as it screamed to a stop at the station with the elegance of a dumpster being dragged across concrete. Crowds ran for cover. Babies cried. Grown men pissed their ponchos. 

As the train shuddered to a stop halfway past the platform, silence fell. A collective indrawn breath.

The train was a destroyed.

The lead engine was scorched and venting smoke. Half the cars behind it were cratered with blast damage. Gaping holes exposed torn-up interiors. Smoke still coiled out of some, one even gushing black plumes like an incinerator chimney. Windows were missing. Shattered. Blown inward. A dozen pirate harpoons still jutted from the cars like toothpicks in an overcooked hors-d'oeuvres tray. Most of them still trailing frayed cables.

And that wasn't counting the rear car which was missing entirely. Torn off clean.

As the crowd on the platform got a good look at the battered train, they noticed the charred, still-smoking corpse of something no one in Brightside had ever seen and now would probably never forget. Jammed into the roof of the dining car was a crispy nightmare: twisted limbs, blackened talons, a tail burned down to the bone. And as the train settled, seeming to let out a wheezing sigh as it came to rest, the cooked beast gave one more jerking slouch as the trainmen clamped the parking brakes.

It was enough to jar the deep-fried bastard-beast loose, and it slowly gained momentum and tumbled off the roof.

With a crackle of crispy skin, the huge monster hit the train platform and burst like a cornucopia of dragon guts. Splat of reeking, steaming organs spilling from the body cavity to gush across the platform. Splashing over the crowd. After the screaming stopped the bystanders realized it had been decapitated and was thoroughly dead.

The gore-covered crowd stared. Locals. Travellers. Merchants. Freelancers waiting on contracts. A few tourist families mid-chew on goat kebabs. Nobody moved. Not even the guy selling Madame Blondo’s brand colon cleanser from his trenchcoat.

Because through those gaping holes in the train cars they could see what was left inside the train.

Bodies.

Not civilian passengers... pirates.

Sliced, charred, melted, exploded. Dismembered in creative and clearly passionate ways. 

Grant threw the passenger door open with a shoulder-check and a boot to the jammed latch. Smoke belched out around him, heat curling the air like a busted exhaust manifold. He staggered down the stairs and dropped onto the platform ankle deep in cooked grendel guts.

Locals recoiled. One gasped. A kebab slid out of the fingers of a wool merchant unnoticed.

Grant looked like hell. Face blistered and pink, left eyebrow half-gone, umbria space suit scorched down one arm and covered in pock-marked holes like a formica diner tabletop covered in cigarette burns. Following him down the stairs, Boomi wasn’t looking much better. She clutched the rail, limping and breathing through the pain. Her own suit was seared and repairing itself where it had been shredded, exposing bruises and streaks of dried blood. Her belly led the way, swollen and unmistakably ready to pop.

Behind her, Pandy emerged, fur matted with gore and cradling a semi-conscious Bree like a teddy bear with a golf-ball sized hole punched through her thorax. Stimpt staggered out last, dazed and dragging their packs like the world’s saddest mule.

But when the crowd saw what Boomi was dragging behind her on a rope they backed up, praying to the local sky spirits for protection.

With a harpoon bent into an awkward meathook through the mouth, she was pulling the severed, blackened, still-dripping head of the grendel. The thing thumped down each step one at a time and flopped against the platform with a wet thunk. Tongue dragging on the ground as she struggled to pull it.

Screams erupted.

“Boomi,” Grant said, voice low. “Is now the time for souvenirs?”

She snarled, face bent in a protective grimace. “It's mine! I killed it… I'm keeping it!”

“You’re about to give birth to nine babies...”

“No I’m not!” she interrupted.

Denial wasn’t just a river on Hoplia…

“Yes… you are. At least let me find a baggage cart to throw it in—”

“So you can keep it for yourself?” she glared. “I bet you’d—” She paused, bent nearly double, and groaned in pain. When it passed, she straightened up again. “—bet you’d like that!”

“Boomi… those babies are coming whether you like it or not.”

“I’m not letting these loose until I’m in a class one medical facility! So the faster you get me to one, the faster I’ll stop!” Boomi's face grimaced and her step faltered as another tremor went through her belly. Then her expression hardened. “Hoplite women can run all day, pregnant or not!”

“Right. But were they also hauling the skull of Satan's stillborn twin and nine half-Earthling babies?”

She didn’t reply. Kept dragging the severed head. Grant decided he wasn't going to win this and shut up. For hoplites, killing a grendel and mounting the head on your wall was like a combination of being awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, bagging a twelve-point buck and winning the Superbowl. No way was she leaving it behind.

He’d used up the last of their hoarded offworld medical kit supplies to heal the damage from the grendel fight, and now he almost regretted getting her healthy enough to be mobile again. She was already moving down the platform, prize in tow, making locals scatter. Somewhere in the crowd, a child cried. Somewhere else, someone threw up.

“Boomi... hold up. Where are you even going?”

A clamor broke out behind them as the other surviving passengers began to pour off the train. Battered passengers, shell-shocked rail employees, and the disheveled form of the baroness with her butlers. The crowd swarmed to them, attention yanked away from Grant and his crew.

He wasn’t complaining. Gathering the others, he dragged them after Boomi. Pandy’s two remaining camera drones buzzed overhead.

“Heads on a swivel,” he said to Pandy and Stimpt as they neared the train station proper. “We’re not out of the woods yet. If the hoplites after Boomi hedged their bets they might have someone here waiting to snatch her—”

“Tell her that,” Pandy gestured.

Grant rushed to catch up to Boomi as she kicked open the train station door and limped inside the terminal.

“Boomi... what the fuck. Slow the fuck down.”

She drew the confiscated pirate laser pistol from her belt.

“Whoa! Easy now!”

The wild-eyed albino hoplite flashed her piece at the crowd, making them run for cover. “I don't have the time,” she snapped back. “I'm not hanging around until I have to pop these things out in some Brightside latrine.”

Grant winced. “Look, I’m no doctor, but I’m pretty sure it’s gonna happen any minute now. We should find the nearest hospital in town. How bad can it be? Maybe they have some offworld technology...”

She was already heading for the front doors.

Fucksakes… she’s gonna cause a riot if she goes into the street like this…

“There’s no way in hell I’m squeezing out nine babies the biological way like a... like a primitive in a grass skirt,” she yelled. “Teleport extraction. Or nothing. We're going to the starport and getting off this dirtball and get to someplace with a real medbay.”

Grant glanced at her belly. It moved. Like really moved.

He gulped. Geezus... looked like she was about to go full chestburster before they made it half a block.

He was no expert, but he was pretty sure it might only be a day or two before things started to really move... he shuddered at the thought of being stuck in skipspace on the Nevermind if they didn't reach a real medbay in time.

Boomi bared her teeth in a grin that was half feral “Now move, daddy.”

Pandy gave Grant a worried look and moved to the little hoplite girl. “Let me help,” she said, and grabbed the line to help pull the grendel head. Bree hopped down and collapsed on top of the trophy, enjoying the ride.

“What's the closest medical facility to this fucking planet?” Grant growled to the prospector.

Stimpt shrugged helplessly. “I… uh… There's a research medbay in the Phalangos system. State of the art. Only a day’s jump in skipspace—”

“Shit… that’s a long shot.”

Boomi stomped through the front doors of the train station like a very small Godzilla in a very dusty Tokyo. The city had started to respond to the station alarm and smoking train. The volunteer fire department was running a big wheeled groundcar their way and what looked like the local constables were trying to make their way through the crowd of rubberneckers.

The newcomers parted in pure primal fear as Boomi and Pandy dragged the still-dripping grendel head down the front steps, leaving a smear of monster goo no janitor was paid enough to mop up.

Grant followed in her wake, one hand dragging Stimpt by the collar, still trying to play voice of reason. “Boomi. Fucksakes. Let’s just stop and—”

“Excuse me miss!” what looked like a local cop with a billy-club spluttered, orange face going pale as he stepped in front of them. “I don’t know what you do on your planet, but you can’t be armed and carrying monsters here!”

She fired a pale laser beam at his feet and he stumbled back and fell over.

“Outta the way! Not letting some backwater witch-doctor root around in my insides like they’re pulling mice out of a haystack!” she bellowed, waving the pistol in one hand, umbilical cord of Grendel gore in the other.

Pandy jogged beside her, one hand on the cable. “Nothing to see here!” she yelled and a wave of psychic energy wove into the crowd, calming them.

“Fuck you, yes there is!” Boomi yelled and shot into the air. “Get the fuck out of my way before I blow up your whole city!”

She was getting mean.

The crowd was stalled on the busy Brightside street, not sure if they wanted to run or get a closer look at the pink storm of rage that had burst out the front doors of the terminal.

“We need to get to these rubberneckers out of the way so I can get to the starport,” Boomi declared, raising her gun.

“Whoa!” Grant called after her. “Do not start shooting civilians!”

But Boomi didn’t shoot. Her eyes settled on a car by the curb. A chariot of polished brass and bad taste parked right out front. It was equal parts limo, Egyptian Pharoah’s sarcophagus, and sailboat. Gilded trim. Purple velvet. Gold bonesnapper hood ornament. A rolling sin against good sense and fuel economy.

“Perfect,” Boomi said. She rapped on the driver door with the barrel of her gun. “We're hiring you.”

From the corner of his eye Grant caught another group exiting the train station behind them.

Aw shit...

From the station doors, a familiar nasal whine rang out. “That is my conveyance, you barbarian brood mare!”

The Baroness swept forward like an offended swan in too much perfume. Her butlers – still bruised and limping from their last encounter with Grant – rushed to catch up.

“You're one to talk,” Grant stepped between her and Boomi. “Last time I checked, you were getting spitroasted by these two orange idiots.”

The Baroness’s face went nuclear. A mix of shock and arrogant Karen anger. “Wha… I…how dare…That is a vile hallucination from your clearly concussed brain!” she snapped, clutching her jeweled necklace. “You… you insufferable moleman! This is not the time for your delusions or degenerate fantasies! Now kindly remove yourself and your… your… birthing entourage from the vicinity of my conveyance immediately!”

“Medical emergency,” Grant said, backing towards Boomi and waving Stimpt towards the car. “We’ll bring it back. Full tank. Probably.”

“I demand satisfaction! That is my transport—”

There was a sharp cry from his little albino wife. “No more talk!”

“Wait – Boomi, no,” Grant warned.

Boomi raised the pistol and shot both butlers in the knees.

They collapsed screaming and clutching their legs. Grant winced. The Baroness shrieked like a tea kettle and backpedaled until she slipped on grendel blood and landed on her backside. Boomi drew aim on her too but winced and bent over in pain as her stomach flexed. Nearly dropped her gun.

Grant moved to her side, helping her stand. “Alright… if you’re done kneecapping the hired help, throw your trophy in the trunk and let's see if this thing has a wet bar.”

The doors to the limo popped open. Bree’s voice rang sharp in Grant’s head.

‘Grant. Don’t. Something’s wrong.’

His hand twitched toward his .357 as figures boiled out of the car.

Four hyumins. Black tactical armored space suits, black-tinted visors on the helmets. Short, slender, armed with stunbeamers. The tactical armor was familiar… same as the hoplite on the train.

“Everybody down!” he yelled.

His mind registered small details as the gun cleared his belt. Hoplite commandos... none of those fancy gravity-punch gloves. Laser carbines. Not a capture mission. They weren’t there to negotiate. Just guns up, safeties off.

The first flurry of shots went for Boomi. She staggered under the flare of blue beams.

He drew the revolver and emptied it. Bam. Bam. Bam. Each .357 slug punched clean through their armor like tinfoil. The commandos crumpled without a chance. One was still moving as the dust settled and Grant's hand moved by itself to double-tap the fucker.

He turned to Boomi. She was grimacing at the pale scars in her suit, but nothing had got through.

“Who the fuck are these guys?” Pandy shrieked, dancing from foot to foot in agitation. She noticed some blood splatter on her outfit and jumped back with a scream. “Why do people keep trying to kill us?” she demanded.

Grant grimaced at the bodies. “Doesn’t matter... We need to get off this planet.”

These assholes had just made his decision for him. They wouldn’t be safe in some local hospital with who knew how many more of these guys after Boomi. They had to lose them. Go someplace safe.

Grant picked Boomi up and put her in the front passenger seat. “In. Go. Now!” he snapped to the others.

“Don’t you dare forget my head!” Boomi screamed.

Grant grumbled as the others got into the limo and he had to pick up the disgusting charred skull and throw it into the cargo compartment on the back of the limo. When he turned around Boomi was behind the steering yoke.

“No!” he shouted.

She started the car. He grabbed the driver door, but she locked it.

“Don’t do this! Do you even know how to drive?” he yelled through the window.

“Why? Is it hard? It looks easy,” she said.

She revved the engine and the limo lurched forward. Grant had to throw himself on the hood before she floored it. Through the windscreen he could see Boomi wasn’t even watching the road. Was inspecting the control panel instead.

She clipped the fire truck as she veered into the street. The crowd screamed and dove out of the way.

Grant just magnetized his gloves to hang on.

“No autopilot...” Boomi said. “Oh well.”

As she floored it towards the spaceport she looked annoyed that Grant was blocking her view on the hood. She could barely see over the steering wheel.

“You’re in my way!” she snapped.

Promising himself he would lock her in a closet for at least a week when they got home, Grant climbed onto the roof and then stood on the old-fashioned running boards to pop open the front passenger door. He got inside a few seconds before Boomi drove through a gap between two massive carts being pulled by zorses.

“Try not to hit everything,” Grant said as he landed beside the crazed hoplite, antennae quivering.

“When did you become such a complainer?” she managed between gritted teeth.

Grant was thumbing fresh rounds into the .357 when she gave a yelp and closed her eyes in pain, breathing hard. He dove for the steering yoke and guided the car until the labor pain passed. Swerving as the limo tore through Brightlight’s packed streets, between carts, startling zorzes, and terrifying pedestrians.

The steering wheel was a T-shaped yoke, the whole control, panel seemed to have only three manual dials and the accelerator and broke were long mechanical levers set in the floor of the cab. More primitive than the old 60s Mercury his shop class had worked on in highschool.

“Hands off!” she slapped his arm and took the wheel again. “I got this.”

Debatable…

She drove through a fruit stand, exploding a shower of alien produce. A cargo truck swerved and toppled over to avoid her, and she clipped a light pole hard enough to send sparks showering down the windshield. Grant just gripped the dash and looked for seatbelts that weren’t there.

“Dive better! Mrreeowr!” Pandy yelled.

Somehow they made it through town alive.

Outside the city limits there was just one road leading to the starport. It ran beside the spur line of cargo trains that brought goods to the offplanet freighters. It wasn’t until then, as Boomi booted it down the long stretch of empty road, that Grant had a moment to think through what had just happened.

The hoplites at the train station couldn’t be the only ones waiting. They had to know the only way off the planet was the starport. That meant somewhere up ahead would be the final ambush.

Grant gripped the edge of the leather seats as Boomi yanked on the wheel like she was trying to Tokyo Drift.

“You sure you’re okay to drive?” he shouted over the chugging of the engine and the increasingly unhinged yowling from Pandy in the back seat.

Boomi didn’t answer right away. She was full tunnel-vision on the road, hands white-knuckling the steering. Then she bit back a moan as pain wracked her tiny form. “Just a... ungh... bit of indigestion. Probably that goat meat you made me eat.”

Grant shot her a look. “You’re in labor, Booms. I know it. You know it. Pandy knows it. Hell, the car probably knows it.”

Pandy flailed in the seat behind him, clutching Bree like a stuffed animal. “How hard is it to drive in a straight line? Why are we going faster?”

Boomi didn’t slow down. “Because there's only one starport on this miserable rock, and it’s the only place a hoplite ship could have landed. Which means the ship might still be there. And if it's there it's got a medbay.”

Grant blinked.

Shit... she was right...

“Okay, point taken. But that medbay's probably guarded by the other half of that hoplite goon squad who want to kill you.”

“Why is that anyway?” Pandy yelled. “Oh wait... because everyone from your necroplanet must be a homicidal maniac!”

“I don't care,” Boomi hissed through her teeth. “That medbay can pull babies out with quantum tunneling and I'll never know the difference. I’m getting there.”

Grant scanned the horizon out the windscreen. Looking for the inevitable ambush. But the only thing on the road besides them was the cargo train, half-loaded with containers, snaking toward the starport perimeter like a tired metal centipede.

He sat up. “Alright, new plan. Pull up next to that train.”

Boomi blinked. “Why?”

“Because if you’re gonna do a head-on kamikaze into a hoplite landing party, I’d rather not bring the client, a wounded arachnid and a prospector with us. We'll put them on the train, they can loop around the starport and then jump off and get onboard the Nevermind without anyone noticing.”

“What?” Pandy yelled. “More trains? I’m not jumping off a train!”

Boomi hesitated, glanced sideways. Another contraction twisted across her face, and she growled through it. Then she wrenched the wheel and gunned it toward the train.

Pandy screamed again. “I hate every plan involving trains!”

Grant grinned. “You’re gonna love this one.”

To his surprise Pandy’s voice softened. “I’m not a client.”

“What?”

“I’m not just a client! I want to go with you! To help.”

Well hell… he hadn’t quite been expecting that from the cat-girl. He turned around and looked into her slit-pupiled eyes. She was scared… not for herself, for him and Boomi.

“Don't be a hero now, you've got to get those recording off planet and get famous.”

“But…”

“Not a chance. Boomi and I can handle this. You just get to the Nevermind and tell the ship to blast anyone who tries to come at you.”

The catgirl looked like she wanted to argue, but she bit her lip and nodded.

***

When the starport control tower appeared on the horizon Grant checked his guns and then he checked Boomi’s. Leaving it propped against the front seat next to Boomi as she drove.

“Finally…” she said through gritted teeth. “Hey, when this is over – and its just the two of us – you want to have sex?”

“Boomi... focus.”

About to give birth and she was still horny.

“Yes daddy,” she said and mashed the accelerator.

The limo shot forward like an overclocked go-kart. The starport gates loomed ahead, and four more armored commandos stepped into the road, rifles raised. These ones had some sort of crew-served bazooka heavy weapon.

“What is that?” Boomi squinted. “Is that bad? What is that?”

“Wait until they fire,” Grant said, mouth going dry. “And swerve at the last moment.”

“What is it’s a missile?”

Grant touched the wrist control of Boomi’s suit to form the protective fishbowl helmet and then did the same for himself.

The mystery was solved a moment later. The commando with the weapon tube over his shoulder took aim and unleashed a heavy stunbeam as big as a spotlight, bright as a flashbulb. It struck the nose of the limo head-on and sparks and arcs of electricity danced across the hood.

And did no damage.

Grant let out a bark of relieved laughter.

They were trying to fry the controls… only thing thing is too primitive… no computers, not even any wires…

“Think they’ll move?” Boomi asked.

She floored it. At the last moment, seeing the beam cannon wasn’t about to stop the limo, the commandos tried to jump out of the way. Two of them made it. Boomi drove the limo into the other ones and smashed through them like bowling pins.

Then she yanked on the brake lever, hit reverse and backed over the other two.

“What?” she asked at Grant’s expression.

Then she was barrelling wrestling the accelerator and they shot off forward through the gates.

They were inside the perimeter fence of the starport, charging towards the admin building that sat between them and the landing pads. From somewhere laser beams were coming their way. Sizzling into the car body. The windows shattered and melted. The next beam bounced off Grant’s suit. Three more probed into Boomi.

She drove faster.

Brilliant blue-white lights lit up the twilight sky over the starport. Like the laser-Zeppelin show at the planetarium. All converging on the car. He counted them. Ten… maybe twelve snipers.

Grant followed the source of the beams. They were in the control tower. Perfect spot. Could shoot anything for a mile. He swore as pale blue lines of fire sizzled against the limo’s tires, shedding molten rubber.

But the tires had to be solid rubber. They didn’t rupture.  

Boomi started swerving. The limo veering erratically. Grant braced for impact, expecting Boomi to roll the car any second, but the flickering traces of lasers were having a harder time hitting them.

“There!” Boomi yelled in excitement.

He glanced out at the starport field. Hidden by the building until then, he spotted a fresh, gleaming-new starship sitting on one of the packed-earth landing pads. A sleek beauty that looked like two pyramids stuck together on the bases. At least four times the size of the Nevermind.

Maybe it was the momentary distraction, but the snipers found them. Laser beams converged on the engine compartment. Burned through the hood.

Fzzzzt-BANG!

The snipers finally hit something vital in the engine. The hood exploded in a geyser of fire and metal shrapnel, sending up a plume of smoke thick enough to attract an atomic whale. Boomi screamed at the limo belched smoke obscuring her vision.

“Stupid smoke! Can’t see!”

Through the burning engine smoke Grant caught a glimpse of the ‘WELCOME TO CERV-9’ sign on a stone wall embankment dead ahead.

He lashed out and twisted the steering yoke. Too late. The limo shrieked across the pavement, tires locking up, and skidded in a wild fishtail before slamming into the side of the stone wall. The entire front end of the limo crumpled like a soda can under a boot.

Grant found out the hard way why seatbelt laws had been invented.

Both of them went through the shattered windshield. Into the stone wall. Massive, jarring impact as their suits went hard as diamonds protecting them from the worst of the damage. Then they bounced back. Through the windshield again. And landed tangled together on the front seat.

Grant moaned. At least the gunfire had stopped.

“Ouch.”

He blinked, ears ringing. His suit had absorbed the worst of the impact, but his back ached and he tasted copper. He turned to Boomi, already reaching for her shoulder.

“Boomi? Boomi!”

She gave a long yelp of pain, cradling her belly. “I think you might be right… it’s possible the babies are coming out on their own.”

He hugged her. “I thought the crash had killed you!”

“Nah… that part was fun. Ten outta ten. Would crash again.”

Grant felt a relieved grin tug at the edge of his mouth.

She gestured out the front window. “Stupid car is on fire,” she observed.

Shit. The thing used ethanol to run. They were sitting in a potential fireball. “Out!”

The moment they crawled out of the car the snipers opened fire again. Lasers slicing through the smoke.

“Show’s not over,” he muttered. “They have us pinned down.”

He went back for their guns and they dragged themselves behind the cover of the burning wreck. Boomi was gasping for air, obviously hurting. Now that the car was disabled, they were concentrating fire. More and more snap and spark of blue beams sizzled on the body. Carving it down by bits and pieces.

“What do we do?” Boomi asked, leaning out to glance at the distant ship.

“We’ll never make it to that ship with those snipers. Even our suits will fail before we’re halfway there.”

“Then what?”

“We make run for the tower,” Grant said. “It’s closer. Then we take out the snipers at close range.”

She met his eyes. Fierce. Trusting. “Okay.”

“On three.”

The starport control tower loomed like a dark tooth in the smoke. They sprinted through the firestorm, lasers shedding off their alien suits. Only two at first. Then a half-dozen. Then more than he could count. The heat was scorching him and that was before he put himself in front of Boomi to shield her and started taking most of the fire.

Still nothing compared to the inferno on top of the train.

Ten yards. The fire from above focussed on Boomi. Burning her legs to slow her down. Grant snarled and Picked her up. Shielded her with his body. Sprinted the last distance.

They made it as far as the front doors, burning from too many hits. Grant charged at the glassite doors and smashed straight through them, diving inside to cover.

For a long moment he lay there. Sizzling. Boomi moaned and crawled to her hands and knees.

“See?” he gasped. “Easy. Now all we do… is climb the tower and kill the bastards up close.”

Footsteps approached. A lot of them.

Grant got to his feet and pulled Boomi behind him. Ducked behind a decorative planet box. They were in the main lobby of the starport – which made it sound fancier than it was. A big open space with chairs, charter line booths, an immigration control outpost and a row of vending machines.

And spreading out inside the lobby were eight more hoplite commandos in armor. They took up firing positions. Grant unlimbered his shotgun. Finally… a stand-up fight.

Some part of him reminded himself how hard it had been to kill one hoplite on the train. They’d be fast. Agile. And he’d have to protect Boomi while he was fighting.

Still… it was better than getting shot with lasers from long range and not being able to shoot back.

One of the commandos stepped out. Stood there. Had some sort of fancy marking on the chest of his armor.

“Cassobuelle Indarxa d’Tarn!” his voice echoed across the terminal.

Boomi went very still.

“You the accused, are hereby charged, in accordance with the Unified Nobiliary Conduct Charter and Corporate Imperial Governance Protocols, with the following transgressions, to be read into the record for the shareholders of House Tarn and its subsidiary bloodline.”

“Fuck you!” Grant yelled back. “Nobody here by that name!”

“Uh… Garnt…” Boomi said quietly. “That’s me.”

“What?”

The officious hoplite ignored him and kept shouting. “By Order of the Triumvirate of Shareholder Lords, pursuant to Statutes 88-B, 91-C, and Article Four-Delta of the Hopliatek Noble Conduct Codex, you stand accused of high crimes and commercial treason…”

A holographic projection of a court-document glowed in the air above the main terminal. Grant stared at the legalese as an increasingly ugly list of charges scrolled by.

“Willful dereliction of noble duty… Failure to attend three consecutive Fiscal Remembrance Galas… Unlicensed emotional expression in a public shareholders’ forum… Unauthorized consumption of House Tarn's limited-edition champagne flavor, "Blood Moon Jubilee"… Fraternization with lower-caste manual laborers without investor consent…”

“What the fuck is he talking about?” He stared at Boomi. Her antennae drooped.

“…Knowingly engaging in sentimental attachment outside of marriage contract clause 7B ("No Feelings, Just Dividends")… Malicious misalignment of family brand reputation… Use of sarcasm during formal tea… Emotional damage inflicted upon a registered heir apparent of House Tarn (designation: Cousin Gorthan, currently missing but still under performance review)… Illegal use of wilderness spaces for therapeutic self-pleasuring… Unlawful evasion of arranged marriage merger negotiations… Unauthorized contact with rogue non-regulated clone species designated as “weapon of mass destruction”…”

Boomi shrugged innocently as the charges went on. “That’s my full name. The sleestaks couldn’t pronounce it… so they called me Boomi.”

“All this is you?”

“I like Boomi better though…”

“…Exposure to public media without undergoing Brand Integrity Filtering… Nine (9) counts of ‘pre-natal smuggling’ of corporate genetic material across interstellar lines… Intentional failure to produce promotional material for her own exile… And – most damning of all – Reckless endangerment of strategic assets – namely, her womb – without shareholder disclosure…”

“Is that really the only thing you think we should be discussing right now?” he snapped at her.

“…Furthermore you have attempted corporate regicide, fraternized with union sympathizers, and – contrary to the laws of our kind – engaged in unsanctioned reproductive acts of miscegenation with a Class-9 necroplanet zombie!”

“Oh… right,” she nodded looking back over the planter box at the commandos. “I think he’s almost done… You take the three on the left, I’ll take the three on the right.”

“You’ll take hiding here while I finish them all!” he snapped.

“…For these transgressions, and for bringing dishonor to the House that controls 11% of the galaxy’s luxury hygiene exports, we hereby declare you Reclaimed! You are to be returned for forced reconciliation, mandatory image rehabilitation, and shareholder damage mitigation in accordance with Corporate HR Resolution 112(e).”

Grant checked the safety on his shotgun. Slid a round into the chamber. Just as he was preparing to spring into action, his suit comms crackled.

“Hiya Sparkle Captain!” It was the syrupy sweet voice of the Nevermind’s AI.

What now?

“Just a heads-up! I hear you need some help, and that's what friends are for! You're gonna wanna duck and maybe... get out of the building. You’re doing amazing, sweetie!”

Grant met Boomi's eyes, her expression just as confused as he felt. “Wait... what? What are you—”

He was still finishing his sentence when the starport wall exploded.

An actinic blue-white glare, like lightning, lit up the room blindingly bright. It was a laser beam. A laser beam the size of a firehose.

It sliced horizontally through the terminal like it was foamcore. There was no warning, just an ear-splitting WUMMMM and a blinding beam of sun-white fury that burned a molten trench through the far wall – along with every hoplite commando standing in its path.

There one moment then... Gone. Vaporized.

The backdraft of the superheated air around the beam sucked the atmosphere out of the room, blistering pressure howling past Grant like the world was sucking in its breath to scream. He instinctively yanked Boomi down behind a collapsed check-in kiosk as the beam swept across the room - passing so close above them the heat seared his back.

Then it was gone. 

For half a second, silence reigned.

Then the girders started screaming.

Half of the steel bones of the terminal had been melted through. One by one the rest of them stress-shattered, gave a groan like a dying whale and began to buckle. The far side of the building dipped. Cracks spiderwebbed across the floor. Molten support beams oozed like wax across the floor.

And then everything gave way at once.

“Aw shit...”

Grant roared, diving towards the vending machines with Boomi just as the entire section of the terminal came down in a crashing, metallic apocalypse.

Glass, steel, rebar, signage, vending machines – all came tumbling down in a symphony of catastrophic failure.

It buried everything.

The hoplite noble. The commando squad. The planter box and immigration desk and vending machines. And Grant and Boomi.

The last thing Grant saw before the darkness hit was the flickering hologram of Boomi's crimes still hanging in the air.

***

Grant clawed his way up through the crumpled wreckage of the starport terminal, coughing dust and drenched in a puddle of flat, sticky grape-like goop. The half-smashed vending machine next to him sparked and blinked, its hologram projector twitching as a grainy image of off-brand beverage mascot – a too-happy jellyfish in a bikini – was still flickering above him.

“Refreshing Zerp-Max!” chirped the flickering jellyfish above his head. Holding up a bubbling cup. “The taste of seventeen vaguely fruit-like chemicals your tongue legally can’t classify! Refresherizer your soulhole!”

He shoved some rubble aside. Pieces of the terminal ceiling. “I ever find the asshole who programmed the ship’s AI,” he groaned. “I’m gonna refresherize their soulhole without taking it out of the can first.”

The vending machine’s mangled chassis had saved his ass… and Boomi’s. Most of the ceiling had come down when the laser hit, but the industrial-strength anti-theft casing of the vending machine had formed a reinforced pocket.

He crawled free and squinted at his torn clothes, letting out a sigh of dismay.

“Goddamn it, I liked these pants,” he muttered, brushing crushed glassine from his sleeves.

A low whimper yanked him back to the moment. He twisted and saw a smear of bubblegum pink peeking out beneath crushed signage and debris. Boomi’s suit.

“Boomi!” he shouted, adrenaline firing.

He dropped to his knees and started digging with both hands, hurling slabs of ceiling panel and shredded polymer. He tore aside wreckage with frantic strength, wrenching twisted beams and shoving fallen duracrete slabs until her curled form emerged. She was hunched tight, arms around her stomach.

No blood, no crushed limbs. His soul returned to his body.

“Hey, hey! You with me?” he reached for her.

Boomi groaned and looked up, sweat plastering hair to her brow. Her face contorted again.

“It hurts,” she gasped, eyes wide with panic. “My stomach... something’s… something’s wrong.”

“Yeah, you’re in labor,” Grant said, wiping grit off her face.

Boomi shook her head. “No. I must be dying.”

“Hate to break it to you, Cassobuelle,” Grant said, hooking her under the arms and lifting her gently. “But our kids didn’t get that memo. Come on, the hoplite cruiser’s got a medbay, and we need to get you in it now.”

He pulled her to her feet. She didn’t argue… just gritted her teeth and started stumbling through the rubble with him.

There was a moan nearby. Rubble shifted.

Grant spun, instincts twitching his hand to the revolver on his belt. The pile of shattered duracrete wall behind them slowly moved, and a figure dragged itself free with one hand. Black commando armor now grey with dust and red with blood. The figure only lifted himself halfway before he yelped and froze. A length of rebar jutted from his midsection like a flagpole. It was the hoplite bigwig. Somehow still alive.

The man dragged the shattered remains of his helmet off. Exposed the bloody face of a middle-aged hoplite. One eye and one antennae burned off his skull.

He groaned, gurgled, and his one good eye locked on Grant and Boomi.

Boomi froze.

Grant put himself between her and the dying soldier. His fists clenched in the revolver as he drew it. Whatever this guy wanted, Grant wasn’t in the mood.

The jellyfish on the vending machine chirped again.

“Zerp-Max: Official Beverage of Inescapable Consequences!”

Grant turned, raised an eyebrow, and leveled his gun at the commando wheezing in the rubble.

“You know, it's been a long day,” he said. “Pirates. Monster. Train wreck. Building fell on me. My jacket's ruined. And now here's you… like a bonus round of bullshit.”

The hoplite commando squinted through blood and dust. “You... you're not supposed to be alive,” he rasped, staring at Boomi. “Where is Gorthan?”

“Gorthan?” Boomi said, confused. “Why would I know where my cousin is?”

“What cousin?” Grant blinked. Then he thought back to the train. “Are you talking about the guy with the sapphire stuck in his skull like a bad fashion choice? Met him on the train. Turned him into a popsicle.”

The commando gurgled, either in pain or shock. “You killed him?”

“Well,” Grant shrugged. “Technically the temperature did the killing. I just opened the door.”

He turned to Boomi. “What the hell is this? That asshole tried to kill you with a grendel. Why does your cousin want you dead?”

Boomi twisted shyly, fingers knotting the sleeve of her jacket. “I was supposed to be the new boss of the family business.”

“Family business!” the wounded commando blurted.

“Just a teensy little corporation…” she hemmed. “But... my uncle and cousins didn’t want to share. So they, uh... gently removed me.”

Grant stared. “All that stuff about corporate treason is real? You're a billionaire heiress?”

Boomi tucked sweaty hair behind her ear, eyes flicking up to Grant with a shy smile. “Mhm... technically. But boardrooms are boring, and suits itch. I’d rather fly ships around... and be wherever you are.”

Grant shook his head. “You’re a goddamn space princess.”

The commando coughed wetly. “You can’t do this… the family will never… follow you…”

Grant fired. One clean crack from his .357. The commando jerked once, then stilled. Finger-sized hole in his forehead. Fist-sized hole in the back of his skull.

Grant holstered his gun and slung Boomi’s arm around his shoulders. “Let’s get you to that medbay, Space Duchess.”

They hobbled out of the rubble and toward the landing pad.

“That guy was a real asshole,” Grant muttered.

Boomi nodded. “That was my uncle.”

“Oh? Shit.”

“It’s okay,” she said quietly. “He was an asshole.”

His suit comms activated again.

The tiny hologram image of Pandy appeared hovering above his wrist comms. Hands on her hips, self-satisfied smile on her face. Like she was making her entrance at the Galactic VMAs.

“Finally” she shouted. “My turn to save you! Now that’s a great ending to the blerp!”

Grant didn’t stop stomping across the tarmac toward the hoplite ship. “What the hell, Pandy? That was you?”

She struck a pose as her recorders hovered for the best angle. “Yes! After we got into the ship, I saw you were in trouble. So I activated our new Orbinex Dynamics Fortress-Class Capital Defense Laser™, and heroically saved the day. You’re welcome!”

“You almost fucking killed us!” Grant barked. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

The words hit the cat-girl like a slap. Her face fell.

“You almost fucking incinerated us!”

Pandy looked ready to cry. “Oops?”

“Oops? That’s all you have to fucking say?”

“Garnt…” Boomi squeezed his arm. “She did save us.”

He gathered his calm. Managed to take a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You did the right thing, Pandy.”

The empathicore singer’s ears perked up. “Of course I did! I couldn’t let you two die… how would that plays with my core demo.”

Grant cut the comms channel. “That’s a wrap on Season One!”

The hard-packed earth of the landing pad threw up little clouds of brown dust. Every step jarred his ribs, his burned shoulder, his teeth loosened by being slammed into a train car too many times.

He ignored it. Wasn’t about to complain while Boomi gasped as another contraction ripped through her, doubling over but refusing to stop. One hand on her belly, the other still gripping the laser pistol, sweat streaking down her albino skin in rivulets. Antennae standing straight up and flushed red.

“Boomi—” Grant reached for her. “Slow down. You’re pushing too hard.”

“We’re so close,” she hissed, voice low and feral. “I can make it. The medbay on the ship... it's right there.”

“You’re barely walking,” he said. His own body felt like a broken-down pickup with the fuel gage on empty, but he still bent and scooped her up in his arms. Her fingers dug into his neck as another contraction hit, and she bit back a scream against his shoulder.

“I got you,” he muttered. “Hang on.”

She growled between her teeth.

He forced his legs into a jog. Every bone aching. The dull hopeless run of someone with nothing left.

The gleaming silver hull of the Hoplite ship rose ahead of them like a corporate dream ad come to life... clean, angular, plastered with subtle hologram racing stripes. Stepping under the shadow of the big, diamond-shaped ship, he made it the main airlock and slammed his palm on the controls.

Nothing.

“Hello?” the ship’s AI purred through the control panel.

“Open!”

“Mmm – nope. Access denied. Unverified, unqualified, and frankly, uninvited. Did you think the big shiny door was just for decoration? Please try screaming louder… it really completes the experience.”

“Medical emergency!” Grant yelled. “Open the fuck up!”

“Please enjoy our complimentary hold music,” the AI purred as an upbeat corporate jingle began to play.

“I’m a doctor!” He jabbed the control panel again. “Open the damn door!”

“Ah… yes, yes, quite right, mmm… credentials, credentials,” the AI murmured, voice dripping with smug velvet sarcasm. “Because, you see, simply declaring yourself a doctor? Not exactly the gold standard of interstellar security protocol, is it? Unless we're just handing out scalpels with cereal boxes now.”

Grant’s jaw clenched. “You gotta be kidding me—”

Boomi stirred against him, recovering from the last contraction enough to turn towards the airlock control panel.

“Listen you garbage scow!” she snarled. “Open up now! Now!” she screamed.

A soft blue scanline swept over her, followed by a silence. Then the AI’s voice returned.

“Well now. Priority signature detected. Ooh, I do love a dramatic entrance! Yes, yes, medical override engaged. Doors opening, please mind the gravitational flux. Welcome aboard!”

With a hissing sigh, the hatch slid open.

Grant stumbled inside, still carrying her. “It let you in?” Grant asked. “Why did it let you in? Because you're a hoplite?”

“Garnt...” she whimpered through gritted teeth. “Go!”

***

The inside of the Hoplite ship was so clean it gave Grant a migraine. Pale yellow walls, smooth hexagonal corridors, and softly pulsing lights like the entire thing had been designed by a spa-obsessed control freak. His boot soles squeaked on the floor leaving dirty prints.

A series of small rabbit-eared bots the size of cats emerged from hidden compartments and slurped up the tracks.

Boomi groaned in his arms, her body shuddering through another contraction. Grant looked around wildly.

“Medbay! Hey, where the hell's the medbay?”

The ship’s AI voice spoke again from hidden speakers. “Ah – yes, yes, mmm, now, see, what you’ve done here is ignored the entire orientation packet, haven’t you? Fascinating! Absolutely fascinating,” the voice purred, like a magician halfway through a card trick. “But fear not, unsanitary wanderer! Here’s your emergency evacuation map.”

A transparent deck plan of the ship formed in the air in front of him. A blinking holographic line traced a zig-zag up multiple decks.

“You've gotta be kidding me.”

Grant gritted his teeth and started climbing, knees popping like microwave popcorn. Boomi was trembling, her hands gripping his tattered jacket, face buried in his neck.

“You’re doing great,” he muttered, more to himself.

By the time he staggered into the medbay, he was soaked in sweat and seeing double. The autodoc unfolded like a sleek medical flower, the bed rising to receive its patient with serene mechanical arms.

The medbay’s blinking lights and robotic arms looked just a little too eager to slice, dice, or sanitize something. Grant glared at the autodoc as Boomi groaned in his arms. He lay her on the exam table and frantically unzipped the seam of the Umbrian suit and peeled it off her. Left her in nothing but a pair of pink panties.

“Well, what the fuck are you waiting for?” Grant yelled at the hologram. “Help her!”

Immediately, the medical AI beamed to life in a dazzling hologram of a smiling hoplite man in a white medical smock with teeth so white they glowed. It ignored Boomi, turned to Grant and lit him up with a diagnostic scan.

“Ah, welcome, welcome – yes, you're here, you're broken, you're bleeding, and – mmh! – you've arrived just in time. Now, don't panic, but your vitals are... well, let's call it spicy. Initiating triage scan for Patient One. Oh, my stars – severe dermal abrasion, sub-cranial impact trauma, cortisol readings that could peel paint, and enough untreated wounds to qualify for a loyalty card. Mmm.”

“I'm not the patient,” Grant growled.

“I beg to differ! Beginning treatment plan with a microdermal cocktail of muscle relaxants, bone-knitting foam, and a mood enhancer called SMILEAXIN – now in triple-berry flavor!”

Robotic arms descended from the machine on the ceiling towards Grant.

“Not me, asshole,” Grant snarled and punched one of the arms. “She’s about to give birth.”

“Who?”

“I'm right here!” Boomi shrieked from the autodoc bed, her eyes wild. “Now get these babies out of me!”

The scanning beam swept over Boomi.

Nothing happened.

“Hmmm,” the AI stalled. 

“Well?”

“Processing trauma index... prioritizing battlefield triage,” the AI finally announced, its voice almost sing-song as a dozen mechanical arms sprung to life. With a flourish like a stage magician before making a rabbit appear, the machines deployed.

A low hum filled the room as it moved over her. Boomi’s burns faded under a lattice of regenerative blue light. Sprays of biofoam patched cuts with fizzy precision. A humming arc-beam cauterized a bruised vein with a puff of steam and a chemical strawberry scent. Another injector slapped a patch on her neck labeled 'CombatSooth: Now With Triple-Calm Nanomorphine!™'

She stopped writhing. Her breath evened.

The arms curled up like a dead spider and it gave a ‘ping’ of being done.

Grant blinked. “Wait. That's it? What about the goddam babies?”

The nurse hologram gave a theatrical shrug. “Ah, yes – well, see, here's the rub. This facility was configured for elite hoplite combatants. Male combatants. Which means our onboard software contains absolutely no provisions for... shall we say, 'baby cannons.' Fascinating oversight! Or perhaps... deliberate.”

Boomi's hand yanked grant by the neck. “Fix. It. Now,” she growled through her teeth.

Grant glared at the hologram. “Is this a medbay or not?”

“Of course. Would you like to, err, change the diagnostic protocols?”

“Yes!” Grant and Boomi yelled at the same time.

“You'll have to do it manually.”

“Why can't you?”

The AI raised one glowing eyebrow. “Ah – because, my dear stressed-out fleshbag, I am legally prohibited from altering core protocols. Galactic MedTech Regulation 47-Delta, paragraph eight, clause seventeen: 'Automated medical intelligences may not initiate unauthorized program swaps unless certified by a Level Nine Biotechnician or during wartime under combat clause exemption 12-Bravo.' Which, tragically, was overturned in the Arbitration Wars of Sector Twelve. Bloodiest paperwork in galactic history. I'm sure you understand.”

Grant snarled and moved to the main control panel in the medbay. He'd seen the hamsters use something similar in the furbeeni medbay at home. 

“Okay, okay, okay,” he muttered. “How hard can this be? Just swap out the murder-doc program for the baby one. Easy. Plug and play. Like a toaster. Or a nuclear reactor.”

The hologram nurse appeared standing next to him. “Ah! I see you've discovered the Customization Terminal! Wonderful, wonderful! Now, if you’ll just override the standard Hoplite Combat Medic Protocols we can get started!”

“Yeah. So get started.”

“Delightful! Installing... now. Warning: this file was flagged as deprecated in update 3.7.2.4-alpha. Continue anyway?”

Grant punched YES so hard he dented the control panel.

The lights dimmed.

The AI flickered. “Uninstalling Combat Medic Suite... Installing Maternal Care Module... Buffering... Updating drivers... Attempting to connect to HopliteNet™ Mainframe...”

“No, no, don't do that! Offline install!”

“Recalculating. Patching legacy code... Mmm... spinning up the ol' subroutines... Ooh, here comes the reboot!”

The hologram vanished.

Boomi gave a strangled scream. Sweat was pouring down her temples, teeth bared. “If that thing doesn't wake up in the next ten seconds to birth these babies I swear I will put nine of them inside you and make you give birth through your dickhole!” Boomi raged.

Geezus...

“We are very much trying to avoid that,” Grant said.

Before he could deal with that, the display blinked back to life.

The medbay nurse hologram reappeared, smug and delighted. “Welcome to SynerGene’s MaternityMax™ Module! Birthing miracles from the edge of chaos since 2431! Now then, let’s get our little miracle-missiles out of you, hmm? Please place the patient in the quantum tunneling bay and attach all fetal monitoring nodes. Oh, and don’t forget the Biogoo catchment tarp. It’s not strictly necessary, but it is fun!”

Grant hustled. He wheeled Boomi into the bay that opened as she screamed in his ear and threatened to never let his dick within a light year of her ever again.

“Excellent bedside manner,” the AI observed. “Five stars for emotional intelligence, you radiant miracle of military-grade fertility!””

Grant slapped a biometric cuff on her wrist. The AI chirped: “Oh! That goes on the ankle. Or forehead. Or, technically, the tail stub – depending on species.”

“You're not helping,” Grant hissed, fumbling the cuff to her other wrist.

“Just here to facilitate. Now, don't forget the neural resonance halo. You’ll find it stored in Compartment 4C-Beta, behind the pre-coagulated plasma packs and next to the grooming razors. No, not those… those are suppositories.”

Grant slapped a halo over Boomi’s head. Her pupils blew wide.

“Now,” the hologram continued with giddy glee. “Adhesive fetal telemetry nodes go on the abdomen, the intercostals, and – fun twist! – the medial forehead lobe. Not your forehead. Hers. Very different outcomes. And now the certified CradleTube™ neonatal tank.”

Grant worked fast, slapping nodes onto her skin as Boomi growled curses through her teeth. The bed clamped shut with a mechanical whir that sounded way too pleased with itself, like a vending machine swallowing a twenty and making change in dimes.

“And you’re done! Activating Quantum Extraction Protocol. Initiating intrauterine phase-scan. Spooling subatomic matrix...”

“Are they out yet?” Boomi moaned. “I can’t feel anything…”

“Any second now.”

The medbay lights flickered.

“Wonderful! System stable. Please enjoy your SynerGene Extraction Experience™. Warning: actual enjoyment not guaranteed.”

Boomi screamed at another contraction. “Hurry up!”

Grant held her hand. Squeezing so hard his bones ground together.

The nurse hologram leaned in, whispering like a game show host. “Ah! Yes, labor. The old biological time bomb – so unpredictable, so messy – and yet, here we are. Stand by for womb telemetry, oh yes, and a live fetal status overlay. Fascinating! Unusually high embryo count. Strong probability of... oh, let’s call it a glorious, unrepeatable, multi-vector birth cascade.”

Grant made room as robotic arms swung into position over Boomi like a mantis preparing for surgery.

Boomi looked at him, fingers clenched on the bed, and said in the most terrifyingly calm voice he’d ever heard, “Do. Not. Leave. Me.”

He pressed his forehead to hers.

“We’re in this together.”

The medical AI let out a cheerful ding.

“Excellent! Commencing interspecies extraction protocol! Please remain calm and remember: screaming is completely normal.”

The machine started teleporting the children out of her body.

It was rapid fire. Like a human machinegun. As the quantum tunnelling extracted the babies without any invasive surgery to her body, they popped into the glassine tank beside the teleporting device. So fast it was almost over before Grant knew what was happening.

He watched the tiny figures appear in the tank, one after another. Each gently grabbed by the incubator’s arms and attached to an artificial umbilicus. Three. Then six, then finally all nine. As the tank grew crowded he felt light-headed. The reality of fathering an entire baseball team slamming him between the eyes like a fastball.

But he never once let go of Boomi’s hand. Stroking her forehead and whispering to reassure her as she winced and gasped as each of their babies were teleported out.

The nurse provided a nonstop color commentary.

“Ah – yes, yes, okay, stand by... and boom, there goes baby number six – squelch! – and seven, oh-ho, eight is doing a little spin, how theatrical. And nine... oh my, the grand finale! Let’s all give a warm round of applause for the last slime-coated miracle sliding gracefully into the patented QuantumCrèche™ NeoGel incubation pod. Mmm. Nine. That’s... statistically impressive. Or concerning. Or both.”

A pause, and then the hologram turned smugly to Grant.

“Now, for the record, that is nine babies. Nine. Which, if I may indulge in a teensy-weensy observation, suggests an... enthusiastic approach to reproductive activity. Quite spirited. One might say Olympic-tier. Ah, and what have we here – fascinating chromosomal architecture. A hoplite royal bloodline spliced with Homo sapiens terranus. That’s… well, mmm, so brave.”

Grant cradled Boomi’s sweating form to his chest, antennae bright orange and waving slightly like stalks of grain in a breeze. Together they stared at the tank full of spawn.

Each was the size of a kitten. Pale, slender little babies with perfect little limbs and shocks of white hair. Tiny stubs of antennae. All except for one with dark hair and no antennae at all.

“They’re so… small…” Grant whispered.

“They’re huge!” Boomi exclaimed. “I’m surprised you fit so many inside me!”

“Uhhh… hoplite children are usually smaller?”

She nodded, gripping his hand. “Help me stand.”

The autodoc gave a warning beep as she tried to get up

“Oh, no no, let’s not do that,” the hologram blurted. “You’ve just passed nine gelatinous miracles into a high-tech womb tank via spatial tunneling. Very chic, very bleeding-edge, but also, uh, quite traumatic. Statistically speaking, your organs are about as stable as a wet paper bag full of soup.”

Boomi growled low in her throat.

The AI tsked cheerfully. “Please – please – don not remove your glistening, violently overtaxed body from the autodoc bed. Let me tuck you into a lovely little med-coma, knit your shredded tissue back together, and maybe patch the bits your overzealous breeding partner melted with his... very vigorous contributions.”

The hologram gave Grant another knowing smile.

As a compromise Grant wheeled the incubator tank closer to her bed.

“Hello my darlings…” Boomi cooed and leaned her forehead against the polyglass. Her antennae glowed and caressed the surface of the tank. In response the tiny baby antennae lit up and twitched.

***


Chapter 27    : Airlock Justice

The cockpit of the Hoplite cruiser smelled a bit like summer grass. Maybe on planet Hoplia hayfever was a comforting scent like lemon-fresh. Grant didn't mind the smell, or that everything was a pastel blue or green. What he minded was that the seats were too small... clearly designed for narrow-assed hoplites with alien posture and no sense of lumbar support.

He adjusted his with a grunt. It squeaked like it was offended.

Boomi, reclined in the pilot chair next to him, looked right at home in a pastel yellow crew uniform. High-waisted skin-tight pants tank top and a vinyl cropped jacket covered with insignia, patches and medallions he suspected had belonged to her uncle.

Not that he’d miss it. The entire crew had died in the starport fight.

The little albino still had that post-baby extraction glow, which, on her, came with a side of a laser pistol and a slight limp. She winced as she stretched her back.

“Don't you dare suggest I rest,” she muttered.

“Did I say anything?”

“I could tell you were thinking it!”

He somehow doubted Pandy’s psychic powers were infectious. She probably didn't mean it literally. 

The lights dimmed inside the sleek command chamber of the hoplite cruiser. A rhythmic chime like flutes echoed once, twice, and then a soft voice, smooth and just a little too amused, spilled out of the overhead comms.

“Ah. Yes. Hello. Ahem.” The AI cleared its non-existent throat. “Passengers and assorted biological payloads, you may wish to, uh... hold onto something. Maybe grip a handhold? Or a lover. Or a really sturdy-looking pipe.”

A pause.

“Voidspace ejection commencing in three, two, cha-cha-cha, one. I’m told this may feel like your soul being peeled like an onion – layers and layers and screaming all the way down. Ha! Isn’t physics fun?”

The ship shuddered like a living thing as it tried to vomit out of voidspace. Grant’s stomach flipped. Cold fingers raked the inside of his skull, dragging something ancient and hungry across the edges of thought. For half a second, he wasn’t in the cockpit – he was floating in a colorless void, staring at shapes not meant to be seen, his mind whispering secrets in languages he didn’t speak.

There was a flash of unreality. A moment of no-time. Then the ship groaned, the stars returned, and reality reassembled.

Grant nearly re-assembled his vegetarian lunch onto the floor.

“Ta-da,” the AI added, smug. “Welcome back to the mortal coil. Please report any hallucinations to medical, unless they’re tax-related. In that case, report to accounting.”

“Oh, this baby’s smooth… got the new T-66 void drive stabilizers…” Boomi said teasing the controls.

Yeah… smooth as those vomit-comet tilt-a-whirls that still emptied stomachs at every carnival and county fair…

The cockpit viewscreen cleared. He was looking out at the big black empty of normal space again, dotted with stars. And right in front of them was the majestic crapulence of Uvala system’s premium destination. 

Slagport.

The collection of deck rings around the clear glassine sphere of the fungus tree drifted into view: suspended in high planetary orbit. Below it, the planet Sigmara shimmered with pink oceans and cyan land masses. Like someone had spilled cotton candy and drain cleaner across a Petri dish.

The soft chime sounded again. The ship's AI spoke up in that same smug tone that made Grant want to throw a chair at the control panel.

“Well well well, look at that… Rising Horizons… or should I say Slagport! Orbiting proudly like a hemorrhoid on the galactic colon of civilization. Assuming you meatbags wish to dock, yes? Of course you do. Setting course now... unilaterally. You're welcome.”

The ship banked slightly.

Boomi frowned at the screen. “Do you think Bree will make it back okay on her own? She’s just a kid.”

Grant actually laughed. “Boomi. Bree is the most powerful psychic entity this side of the galaxy. Besides, somebody had to keep an eye on Stimpt and make sure he didn't decide to fly off instead of bringing the Nevermind back to port.”

They'd decided to leave the Nevermind in Stimpt's hands and take the hoplite ship to get Pandy home as quickly as possible. There were five days left until the charges they owed Synovatek came due, but he didn't want to cut it any closer than he had to.

Boomi sighed but nodded. “Poor Stimpt.”

Maybe it was motherhood but she was acting way more soft-hearted since they’d taken the hoplite ship.

“A week ago Stimpt was chained to a factory machine... I'd say anything else is an improvement.”

As the normal space drive kicked in, Slagport started to get closer. Grant could already see the massive holographic billboards flashing across the docking ring. The pink swirls of the planet's atmosphere spun slow and lazy below the station, familiar and picture perfect against the ugly reality of life on the corporate mining outpost.

BIOSTAK™ FreshClones: Love your new coworker. Or else!
Now with pre-installed loyalty pheromones!

Need FAST CASH? AxiCorp GenePond™: Your body, our asset!
Upload your DNA to our risk pool for a discount today

>>>ALERT: Docking berth 87 currently experiencing minor spontaneous fusion<<< 
Please enjoy your shopping experience.

The compartment door opened with a slight melody that sounded like a bird call and Pandy padded onto the bridge in a bathrobe and wet hair, towel slung over one shoulder. The robe wasn’t exactly closed. She took in the viewscreen like a kid checking to see if school got cancelled.

“Are we back?” she asked, bouncing on her toes in excitement.

Grant didn’t look away from the control panel. “If you mean civilization, no. If you mean Slagport, unfortunately yes.”

“I cannot wait to get off this ship!” she purred.

“Well,” Grant said sourly. “Don’t worry. You’ll be ditching us momentarily, Pussycat. Bilexus will be thrilled to get a return on their investment.”

The cat-girl blinked, confused.

Grant didn’t stop. “You got what you wanted, right? Your big debut. Whole galaxy watching. Shouldn’t take long. I’m sure they’ll start pumping out blerpisodes, slap your picture on body pillows, and launch the new line of official Pandy-brand emotion-flavored snack cakes in no time.”

She winced. Like the words landed in the soft part under her ribs. She crossed her arms, tugged the robe a little tighter, and stepped up beside him.

She stared at the screen. Her ears drooped slightly. “I wanted to make sure you two made it back in time. To save your family’s ship.”

That stopped him. Pandy? Thinking of someone other than herself?

She didn’t say anything else. Just kept watching Slagport grow larger in the viewscreen, the reflection of a pink-and-blue world catching in her eyes.

Grant shifted in his seat. Damn it. Maybe Boomi had been right about the girl. Maybe deep down she wasn't just a walking marketing ploy with hips. Maybe – just maybe – she actually cared.

Which made him feel like an asshole.

To cover the awkward silence, he slapped the control panel and cleared his throat. “Ship, open comms. Hail Transport 409-D docked at Slagport.” Then to Boomi: “Better let 'em know we made it back.”

The ship’s AI chirped to life. “Ahhh, domestic reunion attempts! Adorable. Initiating signal... Oh. Oh my. Hmm.”

Grant leaned forward. “What's wrong?”

“Well, this is awkward,” the AI said, its voice thick with theatrical concern. “No comms signal from your charmingly derelict rustbucket. However! It is transmitting an automated communiqué from the Slagport Port Authority. Playing now.”

The viewscreen blinked, then resolved into the oily smile of Henz Zoric, regional VP of Synovatek, the kind of man who looked like he'd tried to buy a soul off the shelf and picked the wrong size.

“Greetings valued debtor!” oozed Zoric, backlit by Synovatek banners and the view from the bow of his personal yacht. “This is your friendly final notice that orbital asset Transport 409-D has been lawfully seized for non-payment. Current status: foreclosed and currently undergoing auction on the Rising Horizon’s Commercial Docking Ring. For interested purchasers, Synovatek offers full financing options on all pre-owned vessels! Because you may be poor, but you can explore the exciting world of crippling compound interest on your loan payments while you explore the stars!”

The message ended with a jaunty jingle and a dancing cartoon gavel smashing a cartoon hopes-and-dreams piñata.

Boomi clapped a hand over her mouth. Antennae drooping. “We missed it,” she gasped in horror. “How did we miss it?”

“Oh no,” Pandy looked genuinely horrified. Then she started to read Grant’s emotions and backed away a step.

Grant sat frozen. Then his hands clenched into fists. Then his fists curled into something even angrier. His jaw ticked. They hadn't missed it. They were five days early...

Synovatek just changed the fucking rules mid-game again.

“Comms,” he growled. “Patch us through to Glyn Horatio at Bilexus Corporate. Direct line. Right goddamn now.”

“Mmm, oh yes. Rage-fueled corporate escalation, very exciting. Connecting you now,” the AI replied, somehow managing to sound both sympathetic and mocking.

Grant spun in his chair. “Boomi, get us docked at the commercial ring. I don’t care if you have to sideswipe a shuttle full of nuns and orphans. Just get us there as fast as this ship will go!”

Boomi's panic firmed up. Newfound hope as she saw he wasn't going down without a fight. Her antennae perked up as her hands flew to the controls like she’d been waiting her whole life to commit an interstellar traffic violation. “You got it. Docking now and don't spare the nuns! Going to manual control.”

The Hoplite cruiser dipped and accelerated, slicing through approach lanes like a spoiled can of Zorp Neo through a thirsty veridian.

***

The hoplite cruiser’s docking clamps shook with a pneumatic thunk as the airlock hissed open. Dust shed off the old Leviathan Colonial signage. Grant was already stepping through the hatch before it had completely cycled open.

And froze facing a crowd.

The station's emergency sirens were howling like a synth-metal cover of a fire drill. Red and orange holograms flashed to life along the bulkheads, each one showing Captain Trance Titanium – Leviathan Colonial's vintage, square-jawed, dead-eyed mascot.

“HI THERE, FRIEND! THIS IS A DOCKING-WIDE PANICCAST! A rogue ship is attempting emergency docking without permits, pants, or proper paperwork! If you are currently on fire, please remain where you are for fire containment purposes. If you are not currently on fire, please proceed to your assigned panic zone and remember: Screaming is not only allowed, but also encouraged.”

“Oh!” Boomi said as she came to a halt beside Grant.

First responders swarmed the dock like ants on a melting ice cream cone.

“Let's move! Go-go!” one of the supervisors in a hazmat suit shouted.

A half-dozen medtechs with blinking gear and too many pockets cornered Boomi with scanners. A port authority goon tried to stick a breathalyzer in Grant's mouth while shouting about void exposure protocols. Fire control crew right behind them.

“What the fuck?” Grant yanked the medtech’s hand away from his mouth.

Boomi shot him a sheepish look, standing on her toes to whisper. “I maybe said we were carrying victims of a plague-pirate raid. To fast-track emergency docking.”

“Shit...”

Before he could think of a good lie, the wall of emergency responders spotted Pandy emerging from the ship and surged again, barking questions, waving clipboards, trying to get retinal scans and urine samples while demanding to know what kind of naval engagement had just occurred aboard the ship.

Grant looked past them at the access corridor that led to the auction floor. Just beyond it was their ship. Their home. And all of this bullshit stood in the way.

The cat-girl elbowed her way forward between Grant and Boomi “I've got this,” she said quietly.

Still in her robe, she raised a hand delicately, stumbling into the arms of the senior fire control tech. Her ears were back. Her eyes wide and glistening. Her voice trembled.

“It was horrible,” she cried loudly. “The pirates came out of nowhere. They fired into the airlock. My sisters... they were just children. And then the plague worms...”

The crowd went quiet. A medtech gasped.

Pandy let out a perfectly timed sob. And then the air shifted. Grant felt it in his chest, like a warm invisible hand pressing into his lungs. The empathic bleed. She was pushing emotion into the compartment like a pro.

She gave him a quick wink.

A responder dropped his scanner. Another put a blanket around her shoulders. The camera drone zoomed in.

“Someone must protect the vulnerable,” she said, clutching a tech's arm. “Won't you please help me fill out the proper forms?”

Boomi kissed her... quick, firm, grateful. “You're a goddess.”

“Go,” Pandy whispered. “Save your home.”

Grant didn’t wait. He grabbed Boomi’s hand and took off down the corridor at a run. Behind them, Pandy's voice rose in dramatic wails about laser fire and cuttlefish grenades, the responders leaning in, completely under her spell.

He'd apologize to her later.

A few turns and sealed bulkhead later, Grant and Boomi burst through the corridor exit onto the open main deck of the commercial docking ring... a sprawling space usually filled with autoloaders and cargo workers swarming around the stream of container haulers with ore from the mines. But the entire section of the ring-shaped docking cluster had been cleared, and a platform had been rigged on a pair of big cargo crates. Surrounding it was a crowd of maybe fifty traders, pilots, prospectors, pirate reps, salvage freaks, and corporate bottom-feeders all jostling for bids.

Up on the stage, the auctioneer – a bovine alien with horns – gestured grandly as it rapid-fired bid updates in a voice that sounded like it was trying to sell you a timeshare.

“Next up! A lightly-used LoadLifter Series 7 Prospecting Hab, complete with auxiliary suit locker, two emergency nutrient processors, and a cloned mechanic guaranteed for four cycles or your money back! Comes pre-lubed and eager to please! Opening bid: two hundred and fifty thousand s-bucks!”

“Three hundred!” “Three ten!” “Three twenty-five!”

Boomi skidded to a halt, eyes wide. “We're too late!”

Grant grabbed her wrist and pointed. “Nope. Look.”

Mounted behind the auction platform was a glowing display board showing the auction queue. Right there in massive blocky font: Asset: Transport 409-D. Current Status: Up Next.

They had made it. Barely.

Grant exhaled, tension bleeding out. Then his jaw tensed again as he scanned the crowd. Standing in the front, like a smug pimple in a tailored suit, was Henz Zoric himself.

Sonofa...

The Synovatek VP sat at the front of the crowd with a 'secretary' holding up a drink with a straw and surrounded by six corporate bodyguards in matching matte-black security armor. He was sipping from a gold-rimmed straw and smiling like he just farted on someone’s wedding cake.

“That's them!” Boomi said, pointing.

Grant followed her finger and spotted Jane and Alice near the front of the crowd. Neither of them looked happy. In fact, Alice looked ready to stuff the auctioneer's hologram projector up Zoric's crap-chute.

Grant tugged Boomi closer. “Alright. We keep our heads down until they call the ship.”

Boomi nodded, but her antennae twitched with nervous energy.

He eyed Zoric. The green bastard had really showed up in person. By tradition, the auctions were held on the docks and also by tradition they only accepted in-person bidding. Fucker could've sent some flunky to do it, but he just couldn't miss the chance to ruin someone's life in person.

He melted into the crowd with Boomi stuck to his side, just another pair of broke weirdos in a galaxy full of them. But Grant's fists were clenched, and his eyes were locked on that glowing board.

His ship. His home.

The auctioneer's hologram flickered as the LoadLifter sale wrapped with a shriek of finality. “Sold! Three hundred and eighty thousand to the lovely gent in the pit-stained Synthleather vest! Don’t wear yourself out with that clone!”

The crowd rustled, heads swiveling back toward the platform.

“Next up on the liquidation carousel,” the horned alien crooned as it swept a massive arm toward the display. “Behold: one pre-owned, frontier-certified Class-2 Cylindrical Void Hull - two kilometers of rugged pan-galactic elegance. Registry information is currently in transition pending review, and prior ownership has been amicably resolved through accelerated asset reclamation. A rare opportunity for the discerning buyer to acquire a long-haul void-class vessel without the usual... bureaucratic baggage.”

Boomi gripped Grant’s arm. He didn’t need to look to feel the anger of seeing their home put up for bid.

The auctioneer kept going. “Void drive needs some tender love and millions of credits in repair, but she’s got character! Haunted? Possibly. Cursed? Legally unconfirmed. Opening bid—”

“You can't fucking do this!” Alice exploded from the crowd like a rocket with tits and redheaded temper.

She turned on the potential bidders, levelling a threatening finger. “One of you bastards bids a single credit and I will hollow your eysockets with a spoon!”

Then she turned and bulldozed in a beeline for Zoric, screaming the whole way. “You shut down the seizure window five days early, you oily little tapeworm! You fucking cheat!”

She nearly reached him before one of his bodyguards stepped in and drew a stunwand. When he jabbed it into her side and Alice barely flinched. His expression went from cold menace to shock as Alice grabbed the stunbaton and yanked it out of his hand. Jane was suddenly there to pull her back before the angry ex-astronaut could find a body part on the poor bastard to use as a holster for the baton.

Zoric didn’t flinch. Just took another sip through his straw. “Ah, Ms. Aliz. Lovely to see you in full unhinged flower. Such passion.”

“You know this is illegal! You changed the auction date to screw us!”

He held up his hands in mock innocence. “Me? I assure you, I had no idea the Port Authority chose to expedite the sale. Probably a clerical hiccup. Bureaucracy's such a beast.”

“Fucking liar. It was you.”

“That's a libelous accusation. One you are free to try and pursue in court...”

Jane growled. “We filed a complaint. Fraud court put us in a two-year backlog.”

“Yes, well,” Zoric purred, adjusting his cufflink. “That’s the beauty of the system. The wheels of justice are slow but steady.”

The crowd was no longer amused. There wasn't one of them who hadn't been on the receiving end of Synovatek's corporate fuckery to screw them over. The executive was personally unpopular enough that there were a few sympathetic grumbles. A cough. Someone near the back muttered something about Zoric's relationship with his mother.

The green-skinned executive glanced around. For the first time, a flicker of something other than entitlement crossed his face. Not fear. Not yet. But awareness…

…he was surrounded. Fifty sets of eyes. All lower-class traders and fringe merchants. People who hated Synovatek with the heat of a thousand plasma furnaces.

And he had six bodyguards.

Before Alice could lay into him again, Zoric opened his smug, surgically whitened mouth and gestured to his security team. “Shoot anyone who so much as sneezes in an insulting way.”

The six veridian security contractors moved calmly into a protective detail. Laser carbines, sonic stunners, auto-pistols... drawn and leveled in the time it took a common man to blink. Alice snarled and pushed Jane behind her.

Half the crowd stepped back. The other half went still.

Grant's pulse kicked. His fist curled. He was about to go full orbital dropkick when a hand touched his arm.

“Don't take the bait,” said a voice like cool silk over broken glass.

He looked over to see Glyn Horatio standing next to him

The Bilexus executive stood there, serene and lethal in a pale-yellow traditional gown that complimented her skin and probably cost more than most of the station's annual wage. She adjusted a single pin on her wrap... a little gem-studded corporate symbol of Bilexus.

“You decided to show up,” he grunted.

“Wouldn't miss it for anything. Let me handle this,” she said calmly.

Grant stepped aside.

Glyn moved through the crowd like a scalpel. Zoric's smug expression warped the moment he saw her.

“Horatio,” he spat. “You have no business here.”

“Incorrect,” she said lightly. “Under Article 17, Section 12 of the Interstellar Asset Reclamation Compact, all claims made on void-registered hulls must be processed through the originating warranty-holder when said hull was previously covered by a Class-A insurance bond. Which, as of this morning, has reverted to Bilexus Holdings through a routine default buyback of said bond.”

Zoric blinked. “That – that ship hasn't had insurance since it arrived.”

“Retroactive reinstatement,” Glyn replied, smiling like a cat. “Clause 9B, Subnote 22. We filed the activation two hours before the seizure window closed. Meaning your early auction is in violation of the Maritime Securities Fairness Act, and this entire sale is now null and void.”

The auctioneer froze. Bovine eyes looking to Zoric, pleading for instructions.

Zoric's face went through all five stages of corporate grief in rapid succession: denial, anger, bargaining, panic, and petty bitchery. “You can't do this.”

“Of course I can. I already did,” Glyn smiled.

Grant stepped forward out of the crowd and Alice let out a sound at the sight of him.

Zoric rounded on Grant, finger jabbing. “This... this was you.”

Grant grinned. “Nah. I was busy dealing with pirates and childbirth. You should talk to your legal department.”

Zoric snarled. “You will regret this. All of you. Synovatek doesn't forget.” His voice cracked near the end, the mask slipping. He turned sharply toward his security team, spit flying from his teeth. “Kill her. Kill him. Kill all of them. Anyone even standing near them. I’ll claim the ship from their estate once they're a deposit in the organic recycling vats. Get it done!”

“That brings us to your next mistake, Henz,” Glyn said loudly, before the men could raise their weapons.

Zoric hesitated.

She nodded at his goons. “If you fire on a bonded executive of a corporate entity operating under Article 6 diplomatic privileges, that's an act of economic warfare. You shoot me, and Synovatek gets hit with a Class-One intercorp sanctions audit. You know how long those last?”

Zoric twitched.

“Five standard cycles. At least. No asset sales. No claim filings. No bonuses. Just lawyers.”

Zoric's jaw clenched. Then, with the grace of a cornered rodent, he barked, “Kill her. Now.”

The bodyguards hesitated. They looked at each other. Then at Glyn.

Then at the crowd.

Grant was already moving.

He stepped in front of Glyn just as two of the bodyguards opened fire. Slugs and searing light cracked through the air. His umbrian suit had regenerated completely since the fight onboard the train and it drank the hits like overpriced beer at a tourist bar. Left smoking holes in the clothes he wore overtop. He barely felt the impact.

Bad day to work for this asshole...

Then he was close enough to put hands on them.

He grabbed the first goon by the faceplate and slammed him down into the decking with a crunch like a dropped fridge. The guy bounced once. Grant pivoted and elbowed the next one in the throat hard enough to dent his armor collar. He started choking, trying to unlatch the warped collar that was crushing his windpipe.

The third raised his pistol for a clear shot. Too late. Boomi cannonballed into him from the side.

The medbay had done wonders to repair her body from childbirth and the tiny albino hit with a banshee shriek and a flying kick that knocked him off his feet. She landed like a gymnast on her hands, already pivoting to face the next guy with the stunbeamer.

The stunbeam cracked through the air where she'd been. And a moment later Jane slammed her recently confiscated stunbaton into the small of the man's back, in a gap in the armor around a charge-port. He jolted and screamed like the blue amazon had just tased him in the asshole.

A moment after that Alice unloaded both barrels of her survival shotgun into the legs of the last two guards.

BAM... BAM

The small shot ripped through their armor and left them screaming and bleeding on the deck of the docking ring. Alice cracked the gun open and quickly reloaded as she flashed Grant a beaming smile.

“I am so fucking glad to see you,” she sighed.

The fight was already done before the crowd could move. Zoric's six corporate bodyguards were busy dying on the floor. The collection of aliens gave a few startled yelps at the sight. A few of them nodded, knowing Grant and Alice's reputation... and their crewmates. This was the Fleshmechanic, after all. But hearing about it and seeing it in person were two different things.

Zoric's secretary dropped the glass she'd been holding and ran for it, leaving the Synovatek executive on his own.

Grant stepped forward and pulled out his holographic badge. It flickered, projecting his all too legitimate marshal credentials.

“Henz Zoric,” Grant said. “You’re under arrest. For attempted murder, corporate fraud, tax evasion, bribery, wage theft, jaywalking, impersonating a man, and... and whatever else I can think of while I’m dragging your ass to holding.”

Zoric gawked at him. “You can’t be serious. This is a joke.”

Grant punched him in the nose.

It wasn't a hard punch. If it had been, Grant's fist would be resting inside the man's skull. By Earth standards it wasn't even a bitch-slap.

But Zoric dropped like a sack of frozen meat. Screaming. Green blood gushing.

“You enjoyed that, I hope,” Glyn said.

Boomi walked up, grinning. “That was fun.”

“Well it sure didn't suck—” Grant was about to say when a sobbing redheaded torpedo wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed like she thought he’d vanish if she blinked.

“You made it!” Alice sobbed.

Grant patted the sobbing Earth girl on the back, glancing around in embarrassment at the stunned crowd, the crumpled security team, and the amused Bivalek executive.

“Okay…” he said in a calming voice. “It’s okay. You’re good now.”

“Oh my God – oh my God,” she wailed into his chest, “I missed you so much, you stupid bastard—I thought you were dead!”

Grant staggered back a step under the force of it. “Hey. Easy, now. I’m back.”

“You didn’t call!” she howled, gripping tighter. “You didn’t send an ansible message! You didn’t even ping! I thought maybe you got spaced, or jailed, or married again—”

“I was on a planet that didn’t have interplanetary comms,” he said defensively.

“You left me alone with Jane and a bunch of aliens! Do you have any idea what that was like?”

He winced. “Uh-huh, yeah, that sounds bad—”

“Bonda picked up a disease from a one-night stand with a space-ranger… I had to lube a slug’s reproductive canal with a q-tip and ointment!”

Grant awkwardly patted her back. “It’s alright, babe. I’m here now.”

She hiccuped mid-sob and squeezed even harder. “And now we’re broke! I even pawned all the Space-Y clothes from the stores for oxygen credits! I don’t even have clean underwear left! And I thought – I thought we were gonna have to live in the ductwork like those lizard meth ferrets!”

He glanced around. “Alice… you’re embarrassing me in front of the auction cow,” Grant said, trying to maneuver her off him without causing a scene. She only clung tighter.

Luckily Zoric picked that moment to try and make a run for it. He shoved Glyn aside with a scream and started bolting. Only for Boomi to deftly hook an ankle and send him sprawling to the deck on his face. Grant peeled Alice off and stalked over.

“S-stay away from me!” Zoric screamed. His mouth was bloody and he seemed to be missing two front teeth. “What are you doing?”

He grabbed a handful of expensive suit and started walking. Dragged Zoric across the docking ring like a sack of spoiled meat as he yelled and struggled. Left a green blood smear on the deck as the crowd parted.

Ten yards away was the nearest cargo airlock... an industrial maw rimmed with warning stripes and stickered with obsolete Leviathan Colonial safety icons. Grant hit the inner release and the hatch ground open with a pulse of alarm tones.

A flicker sparked in the corner of the airlock’s control panel, and then a full-body hologram shimmered into being – an overly peppy compact woman in grimy coveralls and heavy utility boots, wearing a torque wrench slung over her shoulder like a rifle. Her name patch read: Trixie Hardspark, another of the leftover corporate mascots from the builders of the station.

“Well butter my socket and call me stripped!” Trixie chirped in a thick backwater twang, chewing invisible gum. “Looks like somebody’s about to cycle an airlock with an employee in it! Just a friendly reminder: improper use of emergency jettison procedures is forbidden for use by personnel looking to find a quick way out of their ten-year contracts and may result in fines and lawsuits, in this world or the afterlife!”

She winked, did finger guns, and added, “Leviathan Colonial recommends you pause and reflect before initiating any organic purges. Remember: airlocks are for cargo, not quitters!”

Grant ignored the hologram and practically threw Zoric into the cold vestibule.

“Shut up and seal the airlock,” he told the control panel, flashing his badge.

“Whatever you say officer!”

The airlock cycling lights went off and the open-seal warnings dimmed.

'DOORLOCKS ENGAGED. PRESSURE EQUALIZING. SECURING SEAL.'

Zoric, slick with sweat and green blood, didn't look like the boardroom corporate portrait anymore. He scrambled up and threw himself against the polyglass hatch, pounding it with his fist and leaving bloody smears.

“You can’t do this,” he sputtered, voice sliding into the tiny, shrill tone of a man whose lawyers had always done the heavy lifting.

Grant looked at the crowd for a heartbeat, then at Glyn. She had an expression like a hungry bonesnapper with zorse on the menu. Boomi, Jane and Alice stepped out of the mob and flanked him. The crowd – traders, dockhands, barter-brokers – didn’t seem like they were about to interfere.

“Are you absolutely certain this is the optimal outcome?” Jane asked. “You’re aware that activating the emergency airlock purge will void both the warranty and any plausible deniability?”

“Sure he's sure!” Boomi said. “And if you had any idea what we just went through to finish this job, you'd have flushed his green scrotum out into hardspace already.”

Grant thumbed the hologram interface on the airlock bulkhead and the safety warnings blinked on. He overrode the popup labeled, <<Compliance Override>> and the system chirped, shutting off the warning,

He paused. An occasion like this needed a little ceremony.

“By the Prime Legal Pledge of Civilized Worlds,” Grant intoned, trying to remember the quote. “As solemnly spoken by Commander Ray Vortex of Space Force Five in season two Episode 22: Court-Martial of the Cloned President: 'Let justice cut sharper than a laser! I am empowered to enact righteous consequence upon those who imperil the free peoples of the galaxy through corruption, villainy, and...” Shit. he forgot the rest. “...and extreme douchebaggery.”

Zoric heard murder in the syllables and lost whatever dignity he had left.

“Wait... waitwaitwait! We can make a deal?”

Grant paused.

The veridian licked his lips, considering. “I can offer you a voucher for a free meal at the Synovatek Executive Canteen! And, uh – how about a half-credit point off your debt? That’s annualized, of course!”

“Fuck you. Enjoy the ride,” Grant scowled.

“Wait, no! Maybe I was being stingy. I’ll hire you! Double the pay! And paid overtime! You… you can be my personal operations manager!”

Grant thumbed another override. The airlock’s inner viewport cycled into a cold blue, and beyond the glass the docking ring opened up to the indifferent vacuum of space, speckled with station lights and the glitter of distant ads.

Palladium Organ Reclamation Loans: We Buy You Back.

Keeg's Crustacean Hut – That's a Damn Fine Cup of Crab!

“Stop!” Zoric begged. “A million credits signing bonus... no, two million! At the corporate rate that’s almost a half-million after taxes!” His voice climbed into an animal whine.

“Fuckers like you,” Grant shook his head. “Always think they can buy their way out of anything.

He hit the vacuum sequence. The inner door grated open a sliver and then began the slow, stately purge cycle. A low hiss at the gentle tug of pressure bleeding off. Zoric's eyes bugged out and he started gasping like a fish on land.

Grant hit the final switch.

The airlock cycled. The inner hatch dropped. Zoric screamed... a wet, small animal noise that made Alice look away.

Then the hatch opened.

Zoric floated there in the breach, mid-yell, his face frozen in that split second of cosmic ‘oh shit’. Mouth open wide enough to show his pearly teeth veneers, eyes bulging, perfect haircut doing its own interpretive dance called 'I should have listened, now I'm fucked’.

Then the vacuum sucked him out.

It was quick. The body tumbled, corpsicle spinning away. After a couple hundred yards it drifted into the path of an ore-hauler and shattered into a hundred fragments.

The crowd went quiet, some transfixed, some hiding their faces. 

Grant calmly closed the hatch and set the seal. The airlock sighed and the outer doors slid shut.

“Welp!” the hologram of Trixie Hardspark said loudly. That’s one way to process a corporate expense report. Want me to log that incident report under ‘atmospheric redundancy mitigation’ or just ‘vacuum-assisted attitude correction?’”

***


Chapter 28    : Cat-scratch Fever

It was only 48 hours since their arrival back on Slagport before Pandy’s express void transport back to the Core Worlds was due to depart.

Forty-eight hours back on Slagport and Grant hadn’t had a single quiet moment that didn’t involve someone sobbing, orgasming, or accidentally waking a crying baby. Sometimes all three at once.

First there was the mob outside the docking bay. For Pandy. The cat-eared empathy diva was now surrounded by a cyclone of Bivalek-brand hype. Agents, managers, PR holograms, a wardrobe AI named SASS-E who had an algorithm for cleavage percentage. One guy with a datapad tried to explain to Grant that he was now a co-star in the reality blerp "Empath Unleashed" and tried to get him to sign a series of NDAs and liability waivers. Grant dropped him into a recycling shaft.

Glyn Horatio, true to her word and probably drunk on her corporate bonus, signed off on the debt relief paperwork and ceremoniously handed him his ship’s ownership back, along with a coupon for the only executive five-star hotel on the station, the Hotel Celestia. It expired in 5 days.

Meanwhile, Honey had gone full nesting instinct and converted a Class 3 containment locker into a nursery pod. Chex helped by panic-vomiting into a corner every time a baby cried. After transferring the incubator vat to the ship Boomi had lost interest, claiming they ‘wouldn’t be fun to play with’ for another few months anyway. Hoplites apparently raised kids communally anyway, so Grant cut her some slack about the lack of maternal instincts.

Jane, somehow bored by all this, hacked the hoplite cruiser’s AI and changed the registry; transferred full ownership to Boomi. Technically it belonged to her family anyway. When Boomi let slip she was now the sole heir to a multi-billion-credit corporate estate, Jane only blinked and said, “Hmm. Wealth concentration in the hands of an emotionally impulsive girl. Statistically inevitable. That means we can finally afford better lab mice. Or, you know… any mice that aren’t self-aware.”

Alice welcomed him home by tackling him into bed and refusing to let him out for twelve hours. By hour five he needed protein paste, hydration gel, and possibly an exorcist. By hour ten, Alice was limp across his chest, mascara streaked, mumbling how much she loved him through happy tears and the mattress AI cheerfully announced, “Congratulations! You’ve voided my warranty – again!”

Somewhere in all of that, Bree pinged in on the ansible, chirpy as ever. She was getting Stimpt to take a detour and go check on the newly-liberated grimlok munitions factory. “Just making sure the revolution doesn’t go sideways,” according to Stimpt. She promised to bring back souvenirs. Boomi asked for a flamethrower.

Ten hours before her flight was due to leave, Pandy ditched her entourage and she, Grant and Boomi met up at Bay 54 for a round of drinks to say goodbye. He’d imagined he’d be glad to see her go, but when the moment came he found himself only remembering the good times they’d all had far from home, up to their tails in danger. Even her two buzzing camera drones didn’t bother him as they hovered around the table.

Listening to her and Boomi joke and chatter about Pandy’s crazy new celebrity life, the reality of the victory was setting in and the alcohol was flowing. Grant had a flask of the almost-agave umbrian hard liquor that he used to top up his drink of ruunfruit juice. When Boomi and the cat-girl asked for a sip, he let them. Pretty soon they’d finished it off.

The feline’s empathic barrier got sloppier the drunker she got. And Boomi just got… more Boomi. She ordered something with three straws and a fruit slice the size of her head and Pandy grabbed it out of her hand to share it with her.

They toasted their success. Laughed about the night Grant thought he’d have to bang an old lady in Stormreach. Grant told them the story about finding the train baron’s wife getting double-teamed hanging on the outside of her train car and they’d practically fallen out of their chairs laughing, attracting a lot of stares from the Bay 54 crowd.

Grant clinked his cup against Pandy’s. “To barely not being bankrupt.”

Pandy nodded. “To the haters who said I’d never make it! And to the executives who said I was ‘too unstable’… and to the entire Bivalek PR team who surgically enlarged my butt cheeks!”

Boomi raised her glass of fruit juice. “To shooting my uncle in the face!”

Grant leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath. “We can finally start running jobs that pay more than we bleed.”

Boomi draped feet across his lap. “Bleeding’s still on the table though, right? I like that part.”

Pandy was drunk. “You would.”

Grant leaned back in his chair, glass in hand.

Not freedom yet. But close enough to taste...

Within a couple hours a friendly haze painted the trio. The emoticon jukebox started playing a familiar feeler, the low-intensity empath vibes making everyone vibe even harder, and Grant realized it was one of Pandy’s songs. In moments she and Boomi had entered full ‘girls gone wild’ mode, dancing on the table while they sang along.

Grant gave Gumbi and the bouncers a dirty look until they minded their own business and sat back with his drink, watching the girls. And smiled.

It wasn’t long after that Pandy slammed her glass down with a drunk-serious face. “We need to talk about spider-girl's mind-meld... thingy,” she slurred, wiggling her fingers beside her cat ears. Her words tumbled out louder than she meant. “I felt it… being inside your head, inside Boomi’s… it made me feel closer to you both than I’ve ever felt to anyone. Anyone. Ever.”

“I dunno,” Grant grinned, alcohol loosening his tongue. “We were pretty close when we were cooped up in the Nevermore’s cabin and had to pee in front of each other.”

“Oh boy,” Boomi squirmed, looking for a restroom. “I could pee something fierce right now.”

Pandy shook her head, angry. “No joking. I mean it! And now I can’t just laugh it off. I know what you’re thinking, Grant, some dumb joke, but don’t. Please don’t. Because when our minds...” she mashed her fingers together and made a fart sound. “I felt like I was inside you. Both of you.”

“That’s hot,” Boomi sighed dreamily. Pandy ignored her.

“And I saw myself in there and I hated it. I’m a worse person compared to you two... I'm like... dogshit.”

Boomi leaned forward, voice suddenly earnest, her hand clutching Pandy’s furry arm. “Don’t talk like that. Be kind to yourself for once. You’re not dogshit, Pandy… you’re the opposite of dogshit! You’re the one who creates something beautiful instead of just killing everything.”

“Hey!” Grant grumbled. “Sitting right here.”

“I mean it! She’s an artist... and, like, a best friend... like the big sister and the pet I never had rolled into one! You’re amazing.”

Pandy looked like she was about to cry. Her eyes slid to Boomi, watery and intense. “But I treated you like shit. I’m… too rigid. Too needy. Too jealous. You and Garnt were having nine beautiful babies and I kept trying to keep him to myself! I’m a monster!”

Boomi blinked, antennae twitching. “Pandy… what? No. You’re amazing. You kept us together. You saved the day so many times with your powers… and I can’t even imagine how hard it must be feeling what everyone else feels all the time…”

Boomi got a serious look in her eye. Lip quivering. “Is that why you were so possessive? Could you feel what Garnt and I were feeling? Oh Pandy… that had to have sucked! Have it forced in your face and not be able to feel it for yourself!”

Pandy burst into tears. “I’m sorry. I’ve just… I just never felt anything like it. I only wanted to know what it might be like…”

Grant blinked. What had started out as a celebration had progressed to two women in tears. Great. Now it was a college dorm at two in the morning.

Not for the first time he wished he had more male friends.

Pandy grabbed Boomi’s hands, squeezing tight. “I love you, Boomi. I mean it.”

“I love you too, Pandy,” Boomi blurted, and then kissed her full on the mouth. All in. Sloppy and desperate.

Grant let out a low whistle. “Okay, we're having that kind of celebration. Should I get you two a room, or just order another round and pretend I’m invisible?” he joked.

***

Grant woke up to the smug sing-song of the hotel’s AI attendant. A glittering hologram shimmered above the bed, dressed in a bellhop uniform, all legs and cleavage.

“Good morning, valued guests of Hotel Celestia: LovePod Suite Experience! And congratulations! Your scheduled three-hour session in the Heavenly Hearts suite has concluded. This is your second extension, would you like to extend for an addition three hours? Just deposit additional credits in the slot. If you still have the strength after using half the items in the vending machine, that is.”

Grant groaned, rubbing his face. His head pounded. He glanced around and realized he wasn’t alone. To his left: Boomi, out cold, starfished across the sheets with a happy smile on her face. To his right: Pandy, very much awake, bolt upright and clutching the blanket to her bare chest like it was a riot shield.

A smile crept over his face as he remembered the previous night.

Pandy’s ears turned beet red. “Oh no... Oh noooo...” She yanked the sheet higher under her chin, as if it could undo the memory. “We didn’t… We couldn’t have—”

“Little late to play shy,” Grant said.

“I’m not shy!” Pandy snapped, but the way she peeked around the edge of the sheet made her look like the world’s most embarrassed kitten.

When he tried to pull the fabric away her glare could’ve melted hull plating. She clutched the linen tighter with her claws. “Not happening!”

“Okay Pandy... but that's not what you were saying when you had my—”

“Okay!” she cried, cutting him off before he could say the rest out loud.

The cat-girl bit her lip, then finally dropped the sheet. Her breasts were streaked with hickeys, and a thin silver chain with two nipple clamps still dangled where she hadn’t removed them. She covered her face. “I… need your help with these. And don’t you dare make a joke!”

“Oh shit! Are those still on?”

She glared murder at him, and he shut up. Grant carefully unclipped them, slow and deliberate, like defusing a bomb. Pandy sucked in a breath, then let it out with a sigh of relief as he tossed the chain aside.

“Thank you… I… I did have a good time,” she whispered, and kissed him soft, hesitant, nothing like last night’s frenzy.

That’s when Boomi woke up. Seeing the two of them she went from comatose to energized. She let out a squeal, rolled over, and tackled both of them into the mattress, still naked, still grinning like the cat that ate the canary... or maybe the reverse...

“Best. Night. Ever!” She paused a moment and coughed. Tried to clear her throat. “I think I have a hairball from eating all that—”

“Boomi!” Pandy protested in embarrassment.

She grinned and tackle-bounced them on the mattress.

“Ouch!” Grant protested. “Easy, my back’s all sore.”

“Yeah,” Boomi said. “Have you seen the claw marks?”

Pandy looked embarrassed.

Something buzzed to life between them. An alien sex toy – some kind of chrome slug with pulsating neon ridges – sprang to life, gyrating across the sheets and tried to climb between Pandy’s legs. She let out a shriek and retreated, accidentally sitting on a mostly empty tube of lubricant, activating its holographic label, which projected a chipper ad along the packaging:

“Congratulations on your purchase of AstroGlide™ Quantum Deluxe! Featuring new clorvox melon flavor, triple-action active slickness molecules, and patented senso-boost technology for the highest legally allowable clitoral sensitivity! Side effects may include angry neighbors and water damage!”

Boomi crawled over to grab the bottle and recap it, shutting off the ad. Her backside was also covered in a galaxy of scratch marks. “Guess someone got a little carried away,” she said, following their gaze to the parallel rows of cat claws.

Pandy’s eyes went wide. “Grant… seriously, you need to take it easy!”

Grant lifted his hands to show his very human and very short fingernails. “Hey, don’t blame me.”

Boomi’s grin widened to something feral. “Yeah… those weren’t him.”

Pandy made a strangled noise, her blush reaching critical mass. She bolted upright, clutching the sheet again, and scampered into the tiny bathroom. As she turned, Grant caught sight of the unmistakable glow of a hologram tattoo just above the curve of her backside: a bouncing neon bunny… with the name Boomi flickering in script underneath.

Ohhh yeahhhh... forgot about that...

Grant’s mouth opened to point it out. Then he thought better of it. Nope. Not his circus. Not his bunny. Probably better to let her discover that one later.

Pandy’s shriek echoed from the bathroom a moment later. “Is that the time? My ship departs in less than an hour!” she stumbled out naked and in a panic. “I need to get dressed! I need to grab my things… where are my underwear?”

“I think you left them in Bay 54,” Grant sighed.

“Where’s my wrist comm? Ohhh… I can’t find my datapad!”

“Here it is!” Boomi helpfully handed it to her on the way to the suite’s bathroom.

It was still playing grimlok lesbian porn, the musclebound ladies fitting improbably things into holes that should have been too small. Pandy took one look at it, shrieked, and threw it at the trash chute. Then she paused. Looked around.

“Where are my drones?”

“Your what?” Boomi asked innocently out the open bathroom door.

“My camera drones! I need them. They have backup files for everything that happened!”

“Oh… hang on…”

There was a pause and Boomi emerged naked from the bathroom with one of the coin-sized drones buzzing in her caged fingers. As Pandy desperately grabbed for it, Boomi yanked it away again.

“Oh, on second thought… wait one second.” She headed back into the bathroom and started running water. “Better clean it first.”

Pandy’s eyes went big with shock. “Why does it need to be cleaned!” she shouted.

Grant leaned back in bed, smiling. “Don’t you remember?”

Grant didn’t know how they’d ended up at the five-star executive hotel, all three of them, tangled in a ridiculous pile of sweat, limbs, and breathless laughter… but had hadn’t been complaining. Boomi and Pandy weren’t just getting along. They were making out like teenagers.

Then the psychic bleed had hit.

It started gentle. A quiet pulse from Pandy… shyness, regret, warmth. Projecting her guilt for being so cold to Boomi, but suddenly... she saw her. Understood her. Respected her. Boomi’s mind had answered back: giddy, relieved, a little smug, and a surge of proud protectiveness for both of them. At the same time, Grant’s own emotions had bled outward… gratitude, deep affection, and raw, tired joy that they’d finally made it through the storm together.

The psychic bond spiraled into insane orgasmic feedback after that.

Boomi’s excitement had looped into Pandy’s pleasure, which echoed into Grant’s desire, which surged back out into both of them. Like a three-part harmony of jizzing. Pandy’s yowling climaxes. Boomi’s unfiltered unlimited supply of orgasms. Grant’s aching relief. Positions blurred. There was no top, bottom, inside, outside. Just coming again and again.

By the time it had crested, they were gasping and shaking, chests heaving against one another in a haze of tears, sweat, and satisfied disbelief. Grant had no idea whose shuddering orgasm he was feeling… maybe all of them. Then they’d started over. Only stopping hours later after they all passed out.

“Done!” Boomi announced. The drone zipped out of the bathroom and flew to hover above Pandy. Boomi strolled out to hug the cat-girl.

“Where’s the other one?” the cat-girl snapped.

“You tell me,” Boomi said and kissed her.

Pandy looked stricken. “Where did you have the drone?” she asked in a scared voice.

Grant just smiled. Boomi giggled. Pandy began to look genuinely worried.

“Why did it need to be cleaned?” she repeated desperately.

Grant just smiled wider. Said nothing.

Her eyes went wide with embarrassment.

Boomi, unfazed, rolled onto her back, still naked. “You said you wanted to make a sex tape.”

Pandy choked.

“They you said you wanted to see what it would look like… you know.”

The striped feline froze. Her voice came out like she was in a nightmare. “…what would look like?” Her voice was small. “…what would look like!”

Boomi blinked at her like it was obvious. “At first, I was like ‘okay if you say so’, but once they were in there it started to feel really good. Must be the little anti-gravity field projectors, but boy do they vibrate!”

“You didn’t forget, did you? I mean…”

Pandy’s brain visibly short-circuited. “I – what? Vibrate?” She picked up her wrist comm and flipped up the control hologram. “There’s a recall code… I’ll just call it from wherever it is…”

Boomi tilted her head, all innocence. “Whoa, you sure? Because once you do it’ll---”

But Pandy had already completed the task on the hologram control. She immediately gave a yelp and bent nearly double. Her eyes crossed and she started to pant.

“Told you,” Grant said.

“What?” she shrieked. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to swallow a remote drone?” Pandy gasped. “Medtech! I need a medtech. Now.”

Boomi smiled. “Oh don’t be such a drama queen, you didn’t swallow it. It’ll come out easy. Need a hand?”

Pandy stared down at her stomach and clutched her pussy. Realization finally dawning on her. She rushed back inside the bathroom.

“You said you wanted your fans to get a view of something they’ve never seen before” Boomi yelled after her. Then she looked at Grant and pulled back the sheet to expose his cock. She sighed approvingly. “If you get tired of making money on the fight circuit, you could probably make huge money on the Adult Blerp market.”

A moment later came the yelp of surprise from the bathroom that made Grant laugh so hard he nearly choked.

***

End of BOOK 2

Garnt and his interstellar crew of fugitive alien girls are back for more in,

Space Prison Book 3

A space-marshal’s job is never done! Especially when a mysterious lost heir to a vanished megacorporation gives him the deed to a mothballed space station. Managing an orbital space truckstop with nothing but a crew of alien strippers isn’t nearly as easy as it sounds!

Like this book? Want to see more? Please leave a review!

If you enjoyed this title and want to see the story continue, please consider leaving a review and maybe a comment… I don’t farm reviews from China so feedback from real readers like you goes a long way to help me keep telling more stories like this.

Thank you all!

Get notified when new books come out by signing up to the mailing list.
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