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



In the galactic prison system, she’s listed as an ‘Organic Weapon of Mass Destruction’…  too bad she’s your new cellmate.



Grant didn’t sign up for interstellar incarceration. One minute he’s brawling with lizard freaks behind his pickup, next, he wakes up paralyzed in a space supermax. Tagged. Scanned. Sentenced without trial. All because he tried to stop his girlfriend from getting probed by a UFO. Now he’s the hottest piece of meat in a prison full of predatory aliens, homicidal psychos, and the finest 'intimacy bots' space hamster science can produce.



Welcome to Space Prison: where privatized justice means maximum profit, minimum oversight, and ‘rehabilitation’ involves gladiator games, vending-machine bug paste, and unsolicited cavity searches from sarcastic AI.



Worse? He’s been ‘accidentally’ reassigned to the women’s wing.



Now he’s bunking with alien psychics with boundary issues, rogue clones, ovulating extraterrestrials who want to make “first contact”, and one very angry redheaded astronaut. And somehow, these girls are all looking to him for leadership… or maybe a date in the prison showers.



Grant’s going to survive this. 



He’s going to break out. 



And he’s going to prove Earth’s greatest weapon is its attitude problem.



Packed with over-the-top action, foul-mouthed humor, alien bureaucracy, and steamy fan service,
 Space Prison
 is a full-throttle sci-fi harem adventure for fans of
 Borderlands
 ,
 Dungeon Crawler Carl
 , and trailer-park underdogs who accidentally become the galaxy’s apex predator. Perfect if you like ‘humans are space orcs’, HFY, and stories where humanity punches way above its weight.



Strap in. Break out. Pick a waifu.



18+ CONTENT WARNING:
 this story is a scifi harem adventure where the morals and social constructs of our world don’t apply to a harsh alien civilization. If steamy action bothers you maybe stick to reruns of Paw Patrol.










More from J Foster Ward!




 



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

 (NEW!)



 



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
    
 
: Lucky Star




 



Grant didn’t have anywhere to be. Not tomorrow, maybe not ever.



“You know what's wrong with this country? Fuckin' aliens.”



The voice was loud, with the cracked tone of a man who’d abandoned caring how people saw him decades ago. An old timer, on the stool across from him. Veteran cap, faded tattoos, hands like busted leather.



The bartender, a thick-set guy with a gut and a permanent smirk, leaned over. “You mean the illegals up at the wind farm? Bunch of 'em moved in last season. Work hard, though.”



“Nah, not those aliens,” the old man waved him off, annoyed. “Real aliens. From space. You seen the lights in the sky lately?”



Grant chuckled, sipping his beer. “Sure, and Elvis runs the snack bar at Area 51.”



“I know what I saw,” the old guy got riled up. “Out past that wind boondoggle. Government's covering it up.”



The bartender grinned. “Grant works up there, don’t ya? You ever see any UFOs at the site?”



“I wish. I'd take a few pictures, sell 'em to the papers. Retire rich.”



Grant very carefully didn't give a fuck about how, as of this afternoon, he was no longer employed at the wind farm construction site.



That was the best part of getting fired. No morning alarm clock, no boss breathing down his neck, no pretending he gave a damn about quotas or safety protocols. Just him, a half-warm beer, and the rhythmic thump of bass that rattled the sticky floor of the Lucky Star, a strip joint tucked between a gas station and a pawn shop somewhere in the vast, missing flatness of middle America.



The bartender chuckled at Grant’s joke.



“You laugh now,” the old man grunted. “But Bobby-Ray saw 'em. Picked up right outta his corn-field last year.”



The bartender snorted. “Bobby-Ray? He ain’t right in the head. Always talkin' about voices. Can't believe a word he says.”



“That's 'cause of what they did to him!” The old man slapped the bar for emphasis. “Messed with his brain. Probed him or some shit.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like a good excuse to be drunk and stupid.”



“I’m telling you,” the old man leaned closer, dropping his voice. “Elton Mask’s in on it. That Space Y crap? He didn’t build that on his own. Made deals. Alien tech. That’s where his billions come from.”



“Right,” Grant smirked. “Next thing you’ll tell me he’s half lizard.”



“Wouldn’t be surprised,” the old man muttered, downing the rest of his beer.



Grant turned back to sitting hunched over the bar, elbow-deep in peanut shells and poor decisions, the neon glow of a
 Space Babes Video Poker
 machine flickering beside him. He didn’t play because he liked poker. Hell, he didn’t even like gambling. But the machine had cartoon alien girls in who got more naked the more he won, and they jiggled every time he lost, so it was something to keep his eyes on.



“You gonna diddle that thing all night or what?” the old-timer asked. “Wasta money if yer not even gonna watch real titties bounce right over yer shoulder.”



“Real? I see more silicon up there than on the screen.”



The old man snorted, wiping foam from his mustache. “Hell, kid, fake or not at least they’re getting’ the job done. I’ve had knees since '92 that don't bend unless I bribe 'em with whiskey.”



Grant cracked a smile, the first real one all night. He glanced over, then nodded at the bartender. “Get him a beer, on me.”



“Appreciate it,” the old man said.



“Thank you for your service.”



He took a long pull before eyeing Grant. “You ever serve?”



“Nah. Tried. Got kicked out after a month. They said I wasn’t cut out for it.”



The vet grunted. “Some fellas don't take orders so good.”



Grant shrugged.
 Understatement of a lifetime...



He'd done a lotta things since then. Worked every crap job from one coast to the other. Managed to keep his nose clean, more or less. Even if it meant leaving town and getting across the state line before some guy in the hospital woke up. His record was clean enough he even did a stint as a corrections officer, once. That had done wonders to remind him to avoid interactions with the police at all costs.



The poker machine chirped another loss, the green alien girl with three tits winking at him like she knew something he didn’t.



Grant tossed another peanut in his mouth, eyes drifting to the blonde on stage. For tonight, this was enough. No job, no plans, just a bar, a game, and a woman who moved like she didn’t care who was watching.



Tomorrow? Tomorrow could go to hell.



 



***



 



The stage that night was busy with the usual rotation of hard luck and glitter, none of it interesting enough to pull him away from his game until a brunette stepped up. Tall, dark hair, great rack, legs like a prayer, with dark eyes that said she’d seen better days and didn’t care. His type. Grant finally leaned back, watching as she moved with lazy confidence, like she was doing this for herself more than anyone else.



Grant leaned into the bar, beer in hand, while the dancer on stage twisted slow to some rock ballad from before she was born.



The old timer whistled low. “Damn, if I was thirty years younger... She’s a hot little number.”



Grant smirked, draining the last of his beer. “I’ll let her know you said that.”



The old man blinked. “You know her?”



“Better than that. She’s his girl,” the bartender spoke up.



Grant gave an apologetic smile for reminding them both he was banging the hot number they could only watch from the stage.



“No shit,” the old man laughed, slapping the bar. “Well, tell her she’s got a fan.”



A few hours later, Grant sat at a table near the back, half-watching the next dancer, mostly zoning out. Mia slid into the seat next to him, her big duffel bag of clothes thumping down beside her. Out of her stage outfit, she looked like any other country girl... if any other country girl had curves that defied gravity and a smile that could melt steel. The jeans hugged her hips like they were painted on, and Grant's oversized hoodie draped off one shoulder, giving a teasing glimpse of the skin beneath. The hoodie, a rescue from Grant's laundry collection, featured a faded print of 'Space Force Five', a kitsch TV show that had seen better days, much like the hoodie itself. Her hair was down now, long and tousled, and the natural look somehow made her even hotter than when she was lit up by stage lights.



Grant had known his share of exotic dancers in his time and Mia was probably the kindest; definitely the smartest. She'd been born unlucky enough to have a hot body in a town with no other work, but she’d been a corn-fed straight-As good girl when she was a teenager.



“Hey,” she said, leaning in to kiss his cheek, her voice soft but tired. “That guy at the bar was practically drooling.”



“Yeah? He wants your number.”



“Ha. He’d probably break a hip trying anything.”



She flagged down a waitress for a drink and they shared a friendly chat about next week's schedule; then she looked him over, eyes narrowing. “What’s wrong?”



“Nothin'.”



“Grant…”



He sighed, picking at the label on his beer bottle. “I got fired.”



Mia's smile dropped. “Jesus, Grant. Again?”



“Randy was being a prick.”



“You can't keep doing this,” she snapped, not loud, but sharp. “You’re smart, you know that? You’re smart and nice and... you’re a tiger in the sack, but if you keep blowing up every time someone looks at you sideways, you’re gonna end up just like my ex. A loser.”



Grant didn’t say anything. Just stared at the wall, the words hitting like slow punches. She wasn’t wrong. Not all the way.



“I don’t get mad,” he muttered. “I just... don’t get pushed around.”



Mia shook her head, more sad than angry now. “That's what scares me. In the real world you can’t solve everything like you’re on the playground.”



Grant sat back, eyes distant. “You ever think maybe they've convinced us to be domesticated? Like cows? Like fucking… share croppers?”



“Is that what you think is going on here?” she said carefully neutral.



Grant was starting to warm up and the rant spilled out of him. “I wasn't put on this earth to be some consumer making some billionaire dickhead richer. A hundred years ago, I might've been riding west, settling the frontier. A thousand? Raiding the coast in a longship. Ten thousand? Fighting saber-tooths with a spear. Now I'm supposed to smile, take shit from fucking Randy, who docks my pay 'cause I'm two minutes late? Pretend the world’s civilized? I’m not some dancer who performs… I can't just put on a smile and do what everybody else asks me to.”



He immediately saw her face cloud over.



“Look... I don't mean anything by it...”



She shook her head sadly. “You kinda did... but what hurt’s worse is I just wonder if that includes me. I don't think I've ever asked you to do something you're not inclined to, but what if someday I did?”



Shit... Not like he tried to piss off women in his life... he just had a talent for it.



He leaned back, rubbing his face. “I ever tell you about my old man?”



“Not in polite words, no…”



“My old man had the same thing happening. Worked on deep sea rigs. Died wrapping his bike around a tree. No great loss, my mom hated him. Always out fucking around… And some days I think I’m just like him.”



“You're not,” she said, but it sounded like she needed to believe it more than he did. But she was too kind to him to keep digging the knife in.



“Yeah, but I’m something…”



A shadow crossed her expression. “Listen, Grant… I’ve been meaning to tell you…”



“Fuck,” he mumbled, looking over her shoulder.



“What?”



“It’s like rubbing a magic lamp that makes assholes appear,” he scowled. “Randy.”



Three guys from the wind site. Big ones. Laughing too hard. The tall one in the middle? Randy. Foreman. Asshole. The same Randy who fired him that morning for ‘insubordination’ because Grant wouldn’t suck up like the rest of them. Suddenly he had zero desire to be around the Lucky Star another minute.



“Comon. Let me drop you off at home.”



“Yeah… sure…” she said.



He tossed some bills on the table, waved at the bartender, and hit the restroom.



When he came back, wiping his hands on a paper towel, he felt his spine stiffen. Music was the same, same flashing lights… but there was Mia at the bar, smiling and laughing in that way she had that could light up a room. Randy leaned in close to her, saying something with that greasy grin.



Grant walked up, calm, cool, like his gut wasn’t twisting.



“Everything alright here?”



Randy turned, smirking. “Hey, it’s the ex-employee of the month.”



Mia glanced at him, smiling and friendly. “Grant,” she beamed. “I’ve just been explaining your side of things to Randy, here. Let him know this was all just a misunderstanding…”



Grant’s face froze. Motherfucker… bad enough Mia was making apologies for him, but that shit-eating grin on Randy’s face told him he’d never live this down. Every day from now on would be a neverending series of reminders that Grant had a woman beg for his job back.



“You’re a worker, Acker… do the job of two guys. I can see my way to chalking today up to the heat of the moment.”



“Big of you,” Grant said neutrally.



“See?” Mia said. “How hard is it for us all to just get along?”



“Of course…” Randy said, grin getting wider. “Seeing as we’re such good friends I was thinking your girl here might help out with a little get-together at my place…”



Here we go… Randy is too big a cunt to let it go…



“I appreciate the invite,’ Mia said, smile faltering. “But…”



“Aww comon… I’ll I’m asking for is a bit of entertainment.”



Mia’s smile vanished, replaced with a weary disgust. “Entertainment?”



“Yeah,” Randy grinned. “You put on a private show for me and my friends here, we call the favor even.”



Grant didn’t take the bait. “No thanks. I’ve got something else lined up anyway. Have fun playing with your windmills. We were just leaving.”



He put a hand on the small of Mia’s back and she let him gently guide her away from the bar, grabbing her bag as he went and heading for the door.



“Funny,” Randy said, leaning back against the bar. “She didn’t look like she was in a hurry. Maybe she likes talking to real men.”



Grant smiled, tight and controlled. “You got something to say, Randy, say it to me. Otherwise, keep your mouth shut.” Grant didn’t flex or step up on him. Didn’t have to. He had four inches on Randy, lean rangy muscle from a lifetime of hard work while Randy was going soft in the middle behind a desk.



For a second, it could’ve gone either way. Then Randy gave a nervous laugh, waved him off. “Whatever, man. You’re not worth it.” He darted looks at his wingmen.



Grant took Mia by the hand, leading her out. Mia’s brain was just catching up. Realising Randy had been playing her all along. And now she was starting to realise she should be angry.



“Fuck you, you little shrimp-dick pussy!” she snarled at him. “Why don’t the three of you go home and jerk each other off.”



Fuck…



Grant saw the change in Randy’s face. He would have left it… laughed it off as a joke on Grant… but now he was pissed.



They made it to the lot, cool night air hitting like a splash of water. They were almost to his truck when the footsteps caught up.



“Hey, Grant!” Randy again, and now his two butt-monkey buddies were flanking him.



Grant turned, pulling Mia behind him. “Don’t do this.”



“Oh, we’re doing this,” Randy grinned, rolling his shoulders. “I didn’t like your attitude this morning, and I sure as hell don’t like it now.”



“Walk away,” Grant said, voice low. “I’m telling you. Walk.”



Randy threw the first punch, and everything inside Grant snapped tight.



The world didn’t go red. It went crystal clear.



Randy's fist cut the air, slow and clumsy, and Grant caught it mid-swing. His other hand shot up, knuckles cracking against Randy’s nose with a sickening crunch. Blood sprayed. Randy howled, staggering back.



“Oh shit,” one of the others muttered at the sudden violence.



Grant didn’t hesitate. He lunged, grabbing the second guy by the collar and headbutted him so hard the guy crumpled like wet paper. No roar. No berserk wild swings. Just cold, mechanical motion. His heart beat steady, slow.



The third guy swung a bottle. Grant ducked, drove his elbow into the guy's gut, then grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him face-first into the hood of a car with a solid
 crump
 of dented metal that echoed in the lot.



Randy was back, wiping blood from his face, eyes wild. He pulled a folding knife, the blade flashing under the streetlight as it flicked open.



“You’re dead, motherfucker!”



Just as the blade slashed across his side, Grant stepped inside the swing. A hot sting, but nothing more. Barely felt it.



“Bad idea,” he said, almost bored.



Too fast for Randy to process, he grabbed his wrist, twisted until the knife clattered to the pavement, then slammed a fist into Randy’s jaw. Twice. Randy dropped like a sack of meat.



Grant stood there, chest rising slow, surveying the mess. Three groaning bodies, one bloodied knife.



Mia stood frozen, wide-eyed. “Grant...”



He bent down, picked up the knife, flicked it closed, and tucked it under the driver’s seat of his truck. “Let’s go.”



His side was bleeding, but he barely noticed. Never did. Broke his ankle riding his bike off a plywood ramp as a kid and walked home on it. Dislocated shoulder banged up against some coastal rocks saving some idiot from drowning and still swam to shore. And more than just the physical stuff, danger didn’t bother him. Other guys at the farm working 200 feet off the ground was enough to give them the shakes… the excitement of it was half the reason Grant had taken the job in the first place. Fight, fuck, flee – his whole life on a hair trigger. No brakes.



Mia’s eyes blinked to the men on the ground. “Grant, should we call the cops or...”



“I said, let’s go.”



He slid into the truck, engine growling to life like it wanted blood too. She followed him.



 



***



 



Mia sat quiet beside him, watching the road, biting her lip. They didn’t speak, not at first. Just the hum of tires on asphalt and the occasional rattle from the glove box.



Mia still seemed to be processing as they crossed town. “Grant, I’m sorry.”



“Not your fault Randy is a piece of shit.”



“But you knew… I should’ve just listened…”



“Not your fault,” he repeated.



She slid closer to him. Nudged his arm, her eyes bright, breathing fast. “What if I felt compelled to apologise… What do you say we find someplace quiet.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Thought your roommate was home tonight?”



She shrugged, her grin wicked. “So? We can go to your place.”



“You mean my trailer?”



“Yeah, that rust bucket. We won’t be doing much sleeping anyway.”



Grant chuckled, but the thought sat heavy. His whole world was that beat-up pickup and a trailer held together by duct tape and baling wire. The kind of place raccoons wouldn’t bother with. He didn’t like dragging Mia into that. She deserved better.



“Come on,” she teased, brushing her fingers over his thigh. “I like roughing it.”



He turned the truck around. Headed out of town towards the campground where he kept his trailer. The pickup rumbled down the empty back roads, headlights slicing through the darkness like twin blades. Grant drove one-handed, the other resting on his side, blood seeping warm through his shirt. Tasting burnt adrenaline in the back of his throat.



Grant’s mind spun, like the wheels under them. He wasn’t made for this world... never had been. The doctors called it a condition. A medical excuse for why he couldn’t play nice. He didn’t feel rage. He didn’t feel fear. Just... action. React, move, hit, fuck, drive. Fast cars, faster fists, and a hunger that never sat still. A knack for wrecking everything around him.



He hadn’t just been talking earlier… he honestly believed he should’ve been born a century ago. A bare-knuckle fighter in some smoky room, or a cowboy out west; gunslinger and loner. Hell, maybe even a knight in rusted armor, smashing someone’s teeth in with a lance.



Now? Now he was just a problem.



“Pull over,” Mia said, her voice cutting through the silence.



“Can’t wait to get to my place?” he smiled.



“You’re bleeding. Pull over.”



He sighed, turning off onto the gravel shoulder of the tree-lined road. The truck idled rough, engine ticking like a cooling stove.



Mia popped open the glove box, grabbing the first aid kit... almost dropping the big .357 revolver he kept stuffed in there into her lap.



“Jesus, Grant. Seriously?”



“It’s legal.”



“For what? Killing elephants?”



She threw the kit on the seat. It had super glue and a roll of duct tape. “Shirt off. Now.”



He peeled it off slow, wincing a little as the fabric stuck. The cut wasn’t deep, but it looked mean.



“You’re a mess,” Mia cleaned it up with soft hands, muttering under her breath. “You didn't have to do that.”



“Didn’t pick it. Didn’t walk away either.”



“That’s what pisses me off,” she said, squirting glue onto the wound and pressing it shut. “You act like this is just what people do. Like bleeding all over the place is no big deal. But it's not nothing, Grant. It scares the hell out of me...”



He looked at her, eyes steady. “You want me to stop protecting you from assholes at the bar?”



“Fuck… no…” She tested the glue was holding, her fingers lingering. “But damn it, Grant, you’re gonna get yourself killed.” She shook her head, smiling faintly. Put the final touch on the liquid bandage. “There... that'll do for now.”



He twisted back and forth once to test it. “Thanks.”



“Uh-huh…” She put the kit and the gun away and turned back to him. A hint of sadness in her eyes. Leaned in, her lips brushing his, just a tease. “Is there anything I can do to make you relax? Or maybe you want me to play nurse a little longer?”



Grant exhaled, the tension that had bled out of him replaced with a whole different kind.



 



***



 



The truck sat, tucked under a canopy of trees, engine off, heat still lingering from the drive. The only sounds were the rustle of leaves in the warm night air and the slow, heavy breaths filling the cab.



Mia straddled him, her hands tangled in his hair, hips moving in a rhythm that had nothing to do with music. The world outside disappeared. No fights, no jobs, no tomorrow. Just the creak of the seat as her knees dented the vinyl to get leverage, The cool night air slipping in through the open windows, the same way his cock slid in and out her wetness, brushing her sweat-slicked skin so her bare nipples were rock hard.



Her hoodie was gone, tossed somewhere on the floor, jeans too, and his shirt was thrown forgotten on the dash. The moonlight painted her skin silver, and every movement, every breath, felt like it could set the truck on fire.



“You drive me crazy,” she whispered, lips brushing his ear, her voice half a moan.



Grant gripped her slender bare waist, guiding her speed as she rode him deep inside her, their bodies locked tight. “Right back at you.”



Although probably not the same way...



“You shouldn't move so much, or your cut will open up,” she gasped, smiling. “Let me do it.”



Despite a hard night's work, she rode him with a dancer's precision; stirred him inside her. Muscles under the soft exterior flexing like a gymnast. Crown of her head pressed to the torn fabric on the roof of the truck cab.



The tension that had held them apart snapped like a dry branch, replaced by something hotter, heavier. Every kiss an apology, every moan a surrender. They weren’t solving anything with words. This was a different kind of conversation. 



As he got close, he realized he'd forgotten to wear a rain jacket… she did too. Caught up in the moment. He tried to slow down but she wasn't having it. Sped up, dragging herself up and down on him as her cries got shorter like she was announcing that she was about to come. Then as the warmth of her insides flooded around him his last shred of restraint tore apart and he gripped her ass, burying himself deep as his bare cock pumped inside her.



“Fuck! Yes… yes… yes…” she shuddered in his arms.



Then they were clinging together. Nothing left but sweat, breathless laughs, and the kind of silence that quieted the inner noise too. Grant leaned back, heart still steady, Mia curled against him, her fingers dragging down his chest.



“Guess we’re both messed up now,” she murmured. Using one hand to explore the amount of slick wetness between her legs. She picked up her soaking wet panties and threw them on the dash.



“Guess so,” he said, eyes on the dark sky above.



“Damn... you came in me…” she sighed. “Worth it.”



Grant leaned back against the seat, sweaty and half-naked, with Mia tucked under his arm like she belonged there. The air smelled like sex and pine trees. Windows down, crickets chirping, and for once, no one trying to kill him or fire him. Bliss.



“Sorry about losing the job,” he said, brushing her hair back. “I’ll find something else. Local. Maybe I could bounce at the Lucky Star for pay instead of favors, who knows?”



Mia shifted, eyes darting away. “About that... I was gonna tell you. I’m thinking about heading back east. To my sister’s.”



His brain stalled. “Wait, what?”



“I just... I think it’s time.”



She looked away, and he felt that old familiar twist in his gut, the one that always came when something slipped out of his hands.



Oh great. Fired
 and
 dumped in the same 24 hours. Classic Grant.



He opened his mouth to say something clever but the wind suddenly blew through the windows. It wasn’t right. It shifted, sudden and sharp, like a storm had blown in from nowhere.



“You feel that?” he asked, squinting against the dust.



Then the night died. Crickets gone silent. Air dead still.



Then suddenly wind slammed into the truck like they’d been rear-ended. Kicked up a tornado of leaves, dust, and every scrap of garbage and flattened beer can for fifty miles. Mia bolted upright, eyes wild, hands gripping the dash like it might save her from being sucked out into the funnel.



“Grant, what the hell is happening?”



The dashboard lit up like a Vegas slot machine having a stroke. Lights blinking. The radio blared some 80s hair metal. Then static, then dead. Mia screamed.



Grant twisted the key in the ignition. Click. Nothing. “Come on, baby, don’t crap out on me now.”



And then it hit.



Light. A circle of it, from above. It was like looking into the sun through a magnifying glass. Not just bright... soul-searing. Like God turned on his high beams.



“What the hell is that?” Mia screamed, trying to back into a corner, finding none, and settling on crouching on the floor of the cab.



“Nightsun,” Grant muttered, grasping for an explanation. “Spotlight…”



He’d seen one when he was on-duty during a prison lockdown once. Called in a chopper to sweep the grounds outside the fences. But this? This made that thing look like a toy from a Cracker Jack box.



Maybe from her lower position on the floormat she saw something above the truck before he did, because she squinted into the light and stabbed a pointing finger upwards. Full panic mode now, clawing at his arm. “Grant! What is that?”



He stared, squinting. Four figures, floating down like discount superheroes. Against the bright light he could just make out Legs, arms, heads... but they didn’t move right. Like someone tried to build a human from IKEA instructions and left out a few steps.



His first thought was helicopter. Some DEA cowboys who'd mistaken his truck for a drug dealer’s and were descending on ropes.



“Stay cool,” Grant said, heart rate flatlined like always.



The figures landed and their knees flexed... backwards. All four raised their hands. Red light flashed. Pain like he was being jabbed with a live wire. Over and over.



Then darkness.



 



***



 



 









Chapter 2
    
 
: Light in the Sky




 



Grant jolted awake like someone jammed an ice-cream cone against his balls. His mouth tasted like copper pennies. Skin stinging like sunburn. His head felt like it had been used to test car airbags.



He shivered.



Eyes blurry, he tried to blink it away. All he could feel was freezing metal on his back. Was he was laying on his truck’s flatbed? No… no he wasn’t. His truck had never been this clean and shiny... like a surgical stainless steel. He took mental stock and realized the only thing not cold were his feet, and that he had boots on.



That was it. Boots and bare everything else. His brain tried to piece it together but came up with static.



“Mia?” he groaned.



“Grant!” Her voice, sharp and terrified, somewhere nearby. “Thank god! Do something!”



“Don’t panic,” he croaked, still trying to clear his vision.



“
 DON’T PANIC
 ? Are you brain-dead?! How can you be so calm?”



Her voice was starting to make his teeth hurt. He winced, tried to calm her down. “I think we were in a car accident... maybe.”



“Car accident?” she screeched. “Haven’t you seen
 them
 ?”



What the fuck did that mean?



“Give me a sec,” he grumbled and finally his vision came into focus.



They were still by the side of the road. It was still the country-dark at night, only now they seemed to be in a floating circle of brightness, like a parking lot lit up at a mall. He heard footsteps. Big, heavy, not-human footsteps. Like someone wearing bricks for shoes.



Two shapes leaned over him, and for a split second, he thought someone had dropped a couple of giant grasshoppers on him. Bug faces. Black carapace. Segmented horror straight out of a sci-fi channel rerun.



One of them extended a too-many-jointed arm and jammed something onto his neck.



“Ugh, what the hell is...”



Something slimy, alive, clinging to his neck. Squirming.



The bugs started chattering. Hissing. Squawking. Like someone was strangling a parrot inside a blender. And then pressure. Like his brain had been popped in a microwave.



Then...



“There we go, bro” one of the figures said. Not in bug-screech. English. American. “Squid should be syncing up.”



“Dude, gotta test it,” the other said.



What the fuck? Was this some sort of college prank from the university town an hour away? Drive out to the sticks in outfits and fuck with the hicks? The second figure leaned down. “Can you understand the words coming out of my mouth?”



Grant squinted. “What mouth?”



Both bug-things grabbed their own heads and yanked, tearing them off. For a moment Grant felt a creeping horror until he realized they were wearing helmets. Not heads. Helmets.



And the moment he realized that he wished they’d left them on. Underneath were faces worse than any bug.



Lizards.



Fanged, scaly, glowing-eyed lizards.



“Dude, he gets it!” said one, all teeth.



“Bro, you are
 so
 messed up.”



And the two reptilians both laughed like this was all some sick, cosmic joke. And that’s when Grant’s brain started to line things up.



Lights in the sky… non-human creatures… space suits…



This was a goddam alien abduction.



The metal slab Grant was glued to suddenly jerked, tilting up like one of those zero-gravity exercise machines. Great. Now he could see more of this cosmic prank show.



Across from him, Mia was strapped to her own slab, just as naked except for a pair of socks that somehow made it worse. Taking one look at the suddenly revealed lizard-people, she screamed and thrashed, pulling at her restraints.



“This one’s leaking fluids already!” one of the lizards said.



“Usually takes an hour at least,” the other replied. “Let’s get the others.”



As the two lizards walked a few steps away, Mia panicked.



“Grant! Help me! They’re gonna skin me or eat me or lay eggs in my brain!
 GET ME OUT NOW
 !”



“Mia! Mia, breathe! It's okay... well, not okay, but stop moving or you're gonna hurt yourself!”



“Make them stop!” she pleaded.



“Mia! Hey! Listen, I won’t let anything happen to you!” he yelled.



Her eyes locked on his, tears streaking down her face, chest heaving. Slowly, she stopped fighting, but her whole body trembled like a live wire. When the aliens stepped closer, she flinched hard, her voice dropping to a whimper. “Oh god, they're coming back...”



The lizard-dudes stepped into view again, still grinning like they just shotgunned six energy drinks. The taller one raised his clawed hand in a weird salute. “I am Enich. This is Keetch. We are of the Sleestak people from the Big Dingos star system.”



“Omigod, omigod, omigod... they're aliens!” Mia whimpered.



“Big... Dingos?” Grant blinked. “You serious?”



“Deadly,” Enich said, barely holding it together. “We have come to your planet... “



“Planet Dirt,” Keetch added helpfully.



“Dirt,” Enich nodded. “To share knowledge and study your people.”



Mia seemed to grab onto the ray of hope, going still. “Wait... you’re peaceful? You’re not here to, like, dissect us or whatever?”



Keetch puffed out his scaly chest. “No, we believe in harmonious coexistence. Interstellar brotherhood. Sharing the cosmic pizza of life with all sentient beings.”



They had pizza in outer space? How did the lizards even know what that was?



Mia let out a shaky breath, actually smiling. “Wow... that’s amazing. How many other intelligent species are out there?”



Enich turned, arms wide. “Countless! Some with wings, some with tentacles, some who communicate only through interpretive dance.”



Keetch nodded solemnly, and while his lizard face lacked the muscles that would give away any expression, Grant didn't like the look the two lizards gave to their approaching companions.



Grant squinted. These guys were full of shit.



Fucking first contact with aliens and they're a couple of jokers from planet Prank Call...



“Bro, you have no idea. Let us welcome you to the galaxy,” Keetch said.



Grant squinted at the overgrown iguanas. “Alright, yoshi, serious question: why can I understand you? Did I suddenly get smart, or is this just some cosmic stroke of luck?”



Enich puffed up like he was about to drop the hottest alien wisdom of the human history. “Oh, easy. We injected micronauts into your brain. Through the squid neckhugger.”



“Micronauts?”



“Yeah, microscopic translator bots. Everyone in space has one. Helps you talk to all kinds of freaks out there. They mess with your neurons, hijack your language center, and boom... instant intergalactic Rosetta Stone.”



Grant blinked. “So, you stuck alien bugs in my brain so I can understand your frat boy crap?”



Keetch gave him a thumbs up. “Totally. The micronauts pick the closest match for voices, slang, vibe... you know, whatever your brain can handle.”



Grant's stomach dropped as the four lizards shuffled off, huddling together like they were planning the next big play on the ten-yard line, whispering in low, squawking tones he couldn’t catch.



In the quiet, Mia turned to him, eyes shining. She was in shock, her brain not firing on all cylinders. “Grant, can you believe this? Actual aliens! After all these years, proof that there's extraterrestrial life! And somehow
 we're
 the ones who discovered it. This is insane!”



Grant didn’t answer right away. His head was spinning.



Enich. Keetch. Sleestak…



He
 knew
 those names. From an old TV show. A Saturday morning kids show. His childhood brain had filed them under 'evil lizards who want to wipe out humans'. So why the hell did aliens pick those names? Were they watching old TV reruns in space? He got a chill when he realized the answer.



They hadn't.



The lizards hadn’t chosen names from Earth’s pop culture… the 'micronauts' had. The little brain gremlins weren’t just translating... they were
 interpreting
 . Giving him context in references he already knew. And if they thought frat lizard bad-guys from a B-list sci-fi series were a good fit, that meant his brain parasites were telling him something important:



These clowns weren’t here for peace talks.



So, if these assholes sounded like sleazy frat bros who'd slip something into a girl's drink, maybe that’s because my brain knows what they
 really
 are...



Mia kept rambling about how amazing it all was. Grant just nodded, pretending to listen. Based on a lifetime of experience Grant knew that it he didn't have bad luck he wouldn't have any luck at all. And that this was about to get worse.



“I mean, forget the moon landing… this is
 first contact
 , Grant! We're gonna be in textbooks… museums…
 alien documentaries
 !” the words tumbled out of Mia’s mouth.



Grant clenched his jaw and tried to move, but nothing below his neck so much as twitched. It was like his whole body had been poured full of wet cement… he was a talking head glued to a meat statue.



His thought train crashed headfirst when Enich opened a metal box and pulled out... what looked like a professional studio-size microphone, an eggbeater, a pair of salad tongs, and a baseball bat. Except made from shiny gold metal. Grant felt a cold sweat on his back. Whatever they were, they weren't for friendly chats and high-fives.



“We’re now going to transfer our advanced knowledge directly into your bodies,” Enich said, grinning wide as he held up the salad tong looking things and gave them a click-clack.



“Uhh,” Mia said. “On behalf of the people of Earth – uh, all of them – I formally welcome you and hope we can establish peaceful relations between our species.”



Keetch snatched the eggbeater and squeezed a tube of neon green goo all over it. “Oh, there will be relations between the species all right.”



Mia blinked. “Well… well I should start by saying we come in peace! I mean, obviously we didn't
 come
 here, but – uh, Earth does peace, mostly – so let's be friends, okay?”



“Yes, hyumin. Friends. Prep for insertion!”



The others howled with laughter, slathering their tools with slime. Mia looked confused.



Fuck that…



Grant tried to move, straining harder this time, veins bulging in his forehead, grunting like he was trying to lift a truck with his brain. His arms refused to budge, his legs dead weight. The only thing that moved was the panic rising in his chest.



“Which hole do we start with?” one lizard asked.



“Food hole!” Keetch said, grabbing Mia by the chin.



“W-what?” Mia stuttered,



“You got to pick first last time!” Enich complained.



“Fine, then you choose the hole for the other one.”



“Alright!” the one with the eggbeater device said, thumbing a switch. The device spun at high speed. “I'm starting with the cloaca!”



“These things don't have a cloaca, genius.”



“Do too! It's hidden under the butt.”



Mia’s face crumbled, maybe finally cluing in to what was happening. “Wait... wait, are you sure that’s a diplomatic device? Oh god, put that thing down!”



“These aliens are disgusting!” one lizard commented, forked tongue licking his scaly eyebrows clean.



“This ain’t first contact,” Mia’s voice rose, her small-town southern accent coming out as she panicked. “It’s a dang
 abduction
 ! I
 knew
 it... I
 knew
 it, Lord help me!” Mia’s voice rose to a scream.



The lizard rolled her over and spread her legs.



“Hey! Watch those cold hands! Hey... waitasecond! Wait wait wait! Where are you putting that thing?” she practically screamed as the green goo dripped on her backside.



Grant wasn’t listening. He couldn’t. His whole body refused to cooperate. He was a statue, frozen on this alien slab while frat-lizards were about to play gynecologist with their probes.



Fuck that!



Grant gritted his teeth, trying to will his body to move, but nothing below his neck responded. It was like everything from the base of his skull down had clocked out for the night. Everything below that slug latched onto his spine was paralyzed. Like some sort of living epidural. Shutting him down like a power switch.



He forced his brain to light a fire under his muscles, focusing everything he had into one thought:
 move
 .



His fingers twitched. Just a little. Enough to prove he could beat it.



He clenched his jaw, muscles straining like over-tightened cables. Slowly, agonizingly, his hand crept up toward his neck. Closed on something squishy. Slimy. Pulsing.



Got you, you little bastard.



With a grunt, Grant tore the thing loose. The slug ripped free with a noise like the perfectly shaped tube of gelled cranberries coming out of the can as the suction released.



And his body snapped back to life like someone flipped a switch.



He rolled off the table as a cold white fury filled his body. Squeezing the slug until it popped in his hand, he threw it on the ground and gave it a solid stamp with his workboot.



“Yo! Yo! This one's loose!” the lizard with the eggbeater shouted, eyes bugging. “What the frick, bro? That’s not supposed to happen!”



“Don't be such a frikken egg-layer, man! Get it back on the table!” Enich yelled where he was distracted, hand about to insert tongs into Mia.



Grant took a step towards the one with the eggbeaters and it hunched forward. Pulled back lips to bare a shark-toothed mouth. Unexpectedly a frill around its neck snapped open with a rattlesnake sound as it hissed full-volume in his face.



Grant didn’t flinch.



He
 punched
 it.



A full, bone-crushing, jaw-cracking punch. Right in the snout. The lizard went down like a bag of bricks, howling, claws clutching its scaly face as dark green blood oozed between its fingers. He waited a beat for it to get back up and try to rip his head off, but the thing kept rolling around on the shoulder of the road, screaming.



Fucking pussy…



The other aliens all froze. Probe paused just before it could get inserted. Everyone staring at what has just happened.



“What the frick?” the one with the bat said.



Grant took a step towards them.



“Oh shit!” another screamed, scrambling back. “You said this planet was safe, Enich!”



“It is! That's not possible!”



“What the frick?” the bat lizard repeated in shock.



“Shut up and grab him!” Enich hissed.



Grant swung into motion. Bare-ass naked and pissed off, he turned and lunged for his truck. Door handle. Open. He flung himself inside, scrambling over the seat.



“Mia! Hang on!”



Fingers on the glove box. Slammed it open. His revolver glinted back.



You picked the wrong fucking truck to screw with, assholes...



Pain lanced up his leg. “Motherfuck!”



Teeth. One of the lizards had fucking bit him on the calf, dragging him half out of the truck. Grant grabbed the steering wheel and hung on. Was suddenly stuck in an excruciating tug-of-war.



“Now! While he’s down! Get the probes!” one of the lizards yelled.



“Nope,” Grant snarled.



His hand shot under the seat. Cold steel met his fingers. Randy’s folding knife.



Then a second lizard had his other leg and together they yanked him hard. He lost his grip and landed hard on his face. Then the two of them dragged him out over the asphalt.



The lizards yanked him hard, bare skin scraped on the road. Their claws biting into his legs.



Grant felt it kick in.



The monster that lived inside him wasn’t built for modern life. Not spin class or arguments with baristas of the office 9-5. It was made for this. His heart rate was steady, breath regular, mind clear. No panic. Just pure, surgical rage.



Still on his face he flicked the knife open with a snick that sent shivers of pleasure up his spine.



He jackknifed, swung blind where he knew one of the lizards was standing. The blade hit something solid, a soft, tearing resistance, and suddenly the grip on his legs was gone.



“Gyaaaahhh!” one of the bastards screamed.



Once he was free Grant was on his feet, threw his back against the cab of the truck, knife held low. Something wet dripped from the blade. It was green. And hopping around, forearm of his space suit ripped, one of the lizards shouted in pain while another looked on in shock.



Let’s dance.



Grant charged, grabbing the wounded one by the frills, and drove the blade into the lizard’s face. Over. And over. And
 over, as
 it shrieked.
 Snick snick, snick, snick...
 Blood sprayed, thick and green, as the lizard gargled on its own blood and convulsed. The others frozen, staring in shock. When the lizard went limp Grant kept it upright by the frill and kept stabbing.



Guess you motherfuckers never seen a human open a can of whoop-ass...



When the lizard was obviously dead, Grant let it drop to his feet and wiped blood off his face with the back of his hand.



“Which one of you fuckers is next?” he asked.



The second lizard snapped out of it, swinging the bat-sized probe like it was company softball night. Grant stepped in, ducking under the swing, taking a glancing blow off his shoulder. He didn't feel the pain. It felt slow, lazy, like the lizard was underwater.



Grant grabbed the lizard’s wrist, twisted, and ripped the bat free. It screamed as bone crunched. A move he’d picked up from a bouncer in Vegas after things went sideways one night.



CRACK.



He slammed the bat into the lizard’s skull. It stumbled, reeling, dazed.



“Shoot the thing! Shoot it!” Enich yelled. Smarter... or scared shitless, hard to tell.



Enich and Keetch fumbled at their spacesuits, pulling a handheld device. Something shiny and suspiciously gun-shaped even if he couldn't tell what kind.



“Oh no you don’t.”



Grant dove under the truck as a red beam sizzled over his head, scorching the metal. There was a snap and crackle.



Raygun. A fucking raygun...



Under the chassis, he scrambled on his belly. Scraping his dickskin on the soft shoulder. He came up with the body of the truck between them, rattling under the impact of more shots as the red sparks lit up the night like police flashers. Cherry-reds lighting up the trees.



Passenger side door. Open. Glove compartment. His hand closed around the cold, perfect weight of his .357.



“Daddy’s home.”



He popped up from behind the truck, calm as a monk. Two-handed grip just like the range. Put some thumb on it and sighted down the barrel.



BOOM.



Keetch jerked. The .357 slug punched through his space suit like it was made of wet cardboard, blowing a fist-sized hole straight through the armor and whatever passed for lungs inside. A geyser of dark green blood sprayed out the back in a steaming arc, splattering across the ground with a hiss. The lizard dropped its gun and collapsed.



Enich froze, eyes wide, staring at the gaping wound like his brain couldn’t catch up. “Bro... BRO... what the hell is that thing?!” he stammered, voice cracking.



The lizard who'd taken a bat to the head was staggering upright, also drawing some sort of gun. Grant adjusted fire.



BOOM.



The .357 round tore through the lizard’s gut like a hand grenade in a fish tank. Its stomach exploded open, spraying chunks of greenish-black gore across the dirt like someone tipped over a bucket of roadkill stew. Intestines spilled out in wet coils, steaming in the night air as it dropped to its knees, clutching the gaping hole and wheezing before crumpling face-first with a sickening splat.



He walked over, raised the revolver, and for good measure...



BOOM.



The already-dead, face-mashed lizard twitched one last time.



Mia screamed, wild-eyed, still floating on that exam table. “Grant! Oh my God! GRANT!”



He scanned the area, calm, scanning...



The last one was gone. Missing. Leaves rustled, something big crashing through the woods. Fucker was running from a fair fight.



Grant cocked the revolver, eyes locked. “Wait here.”



And he ran, butt-naked and blood-slick, into the trees after it.



 



***



 



Grant tore through the woods, branches clawing at his skin, but he didn’t feel a thing. Scratches, cuts, blood trickling down his leg into his boot... whatever. His head was clear, body humming with that familiar buzz, that beautiful
 calm
 .



This was the
 chase
 .



Not just for the alien lizard who’d tried to shove a probe up his ass, but chasing the edge of the excitement that came with danger.



The lizard crashed through the undergrowth ahead on foot, loud as hell. Not exactly advanced alien technology. Nearly blind, Grant followed the noise. Stayed on him, boots pounding the dirt, every breath steady, measured. Some small part of his mind was coldly analytical: you’re chasing down a space freak in nothing but work boots after nearly getting probed… you’re supposed to be scared.



He wasn’t.



He was
 alive
 .



The trees blurred past, glints of moonlight the only guide, the night pulsing with adrenaline. Grant didn’t slow, even when he glanced off a tree trunk. Didn’t stumble either. Like every step was guided by magic. Like a bobcat running surefooted.



Focus. Intent. Catch the bastard. Put him down.



The noise stopped. The crashing, the breaking, the panicked grunts. Silence. Grant skidded to a halt, chest rising slow. Listened. Nothing.



He turned, scanning the dark, ears straining. Then...



To the right.



Bushes rustled, fast. Grant spun and sprinted, ripping through the underbrush like a wrecking ball. He burst out of the treeline into a clearing where the trees had all been knocked down in a perfect circle and the ground scorched. 



And there it was.



Something straight out of a pulp magazine fever dream. A smooth, silver disc, gleaming like polished chrome in a circle of blackened earth. Its edges curved up perfectly, too perfect, like someone took a dinner plate and scaled it up for giants. Lights blinked underneath in lazy patterns, casting red and blue ripples across the trees. A ramp hung open at one end, leading inside to shadows that pulsed with an unnatural glow.



That's a fucking flying saucer...



The shape of a lizard burst out of the woods and made a run for the ramp.



Grant didn’t think. He raised the .357, fired.



BOOM.



The shot missed, sparking off the hull without leaving a mark. The lizard dove inside, and the ramp folded up seamlessly, like it had never been open. Then the hum deepened, vibrating through the ground and into Grant’s bones. Lights flared brighter, swirling in hypnotic patterns, and the whole craft began to rise... smooth, effortless, majestic. It floated upward, weightless, like gravity just gave up. The air shimmered with heat and color, casting ripples across the scorched earth as the ship ascended in a slow, deliberate arc before shooting skyward in a streak of impossible speed, vanishing into the starry sky.



Grant stepped into the clearing, gun dangling from his grip as he watched the saucer fly away faster than anything had a right to be, vanishing in a blink.



He lowered the revolver, muttering, “Fuck. That’s right. You better run, you perverted snake.”



 



***



 



He  trudged back through the woods, every branch a slap, every root a tripwire, the adrenaline bleeding out of him with each step. His boots were slick with green blood and mud, his body aching now that the fire inside had cooled.



The truck came into view like some weird hallucination he wasn’t sure was real.



And there it was.



The silvery alien tables weren’t floating anymore, just laying on the ground. Beside three dead lizards lying in puddles of alien gore.



“Shit,” Grant muttered. “Was kinda hoping it was all just a bad dream.”



His hands started to shake, the buzz turning to ice in his veins. He walked over to Mia, still strapped down, still breathing... barely. The squid thing on her neck twitched.



“Hang in there, girl.”



Grant drove the knife into the slug. It popped like a blister, spraying black ooze. He peeled it off and threw it on the ground. Mia gave a yelp and tried to run; he caught her, stumbling.



“Mia? Hey, look at me. You okay?”



Her eyes were wide, blank, rocking in his arms like she was lost in a bad dream.



“Okay… that’s a no.”



He carried her to the truck. Sat her inside, gently, like she might break.



“Stay here.”



Grant yanked his jeans back on and turned back to the mess. The lizards. The gear. The blood.



“Alright, let’s see if this is a hoax or I’m in some real deep sci-fi shit.”



He grabbed his knife and went to work on the first body. Cutting it open like gutting a deer. He had to stop at the first gagging whiff of spilled organs, covering his nose and mouth before steeling himself to go back to work. Judging by the internal organs exposed this wasn’t some rubber or foam movie prop. They weren’t wearing masks of special effect makeup.



Bones. Muscles. Scales. And the blood was green.



“Well, hell. Real deal.”



He stood there, hands on hips, staring at the corpse. His brain flicked back to the bar, to the old vet.



“A million bucks for a picture of a UFO, huh? Wonder what three alien bodies are worth?”



Grant grabbed a tarp from the storage and lined the truck bed, dragged the bodies, and heaved them in with a grunt. The lizards landed with a wet thud among his tools, boxes, and assorted crap.



He was elbow-deep in alien crap, sorting through a pile of tools that looked like they belonged in Satan’s dentist office, when he heard it.



A keening whine of fear.



He turned.



Mia stood there, completely naked and pale as the moon, huge eyes locked on him. On the blood. The knife in his hand. The three tarped corpses in the truck.



“Mia...”



She screamed. Loud. Raw. Like her brain just snapped the emergency glass.



“Whoa! Hey! It’s me! It’s fine, you’re safe now... “



She didn’t hear a word. Just spun around and bolted into the woods like her ass was on fire. Pale naked form like a ghost.



“Shit! Mia!”



Grant took off after her, crashing through branches, calling her name. “Come on! It’s okay! They’re dead! I killed 'em! Mia!”



She screamed. “Stay away!”



Shit... maybe not the most comforting thing to shout at someone you were chasing in the woods at night...



She was fast. Fear made her faster. In moments he'd lost her. Was just running back and forth in the dark.



“Mia!” he yelled into the night. No answer.



For an hour, Grant combed the trees, searching, shouting, slipping in mud, tearing at brambles. Nothing. Finally, he stopped, chest heaving, sweat mixing with blood. The woods were silent, and she was gone. He leaned against a damp tree trunk. Admitted to himself he wasn't going to find her in the dark like this.



“Goddamn it.”



Grant turned, stomped back to the truck, and slammed the door as he got in the driver’s seat. He sat there a second, staring at the wheel.



“Hell of a night.”



He started the engine, tires crunching over dirt, and headed back to the camper. Somewhere out there, Mia was running scared. 



And he had three dead aliens in the back of his truck to deal with.



 



***









Chapter 3
    
 
: Into Thin Air




 



Grant woke up feeling like someone had filed down his brain with sandpaper and glued his eyelids with that stuff they use to stick bank cards onto paper when they mail you a new one. His mouth was dry enough to spark. The tiny camper bed padding had long since stopped providing any kind of comfort and only reminded him of every twitch of his injured body. Morning light leaked through the shabby curtains on the camper’s tiny windows, casting streaks of pale gold across the cramped space, too bright for comfort, too real to ignore.



Shotgun.



First thing his eyes focused on. A Mossberg 500, 12-gauge, pump-action. Loaded. Propped against the wall next to his head. Second thing? The empty whiskey bottle laying on its side on the floor.



And no goddamn clue why either of them were there.



He sat up, groaning, head throbbing like a rope was being tightened around his skull. The camper’s cramped walls closed in around him... tiny sink, busted microwave, a pile of clothes that might’ve been clean last month. The whole place smelled like sweat, gun oil, and old pizza.



“Fuuggg...”



Grant rubbed his face, trying to shake the fog. Cudgel his memory of the night before back together. It came in flashes. Trees. Blood. Screaming. Lizard faces and flying saucers.



“Nope,” he muttered. “No fucking way that could happen. That’s tinfoil hat crap. That’s... hillbilly nonsense.”



But then he shifted, and pain shot up his leg. “Ow, what the fuck...”



His leg was wrapped in a dishtowel with duct tape. He peeled back the makeshift bandage on his calf, hissing at the breaking scabs. The whole thing stank like booze - at least he'd had to sense to sterilize it.



Teeth marks. Ugly, deep, raggedly semi-circular bite six inches across and obviously non-human. Like a shark had taken a bite then spat him back out.



“Son of a
 bitch,
 ” he said at the damage to his leg.



It was goddam real...



Five minutes later Grant stood at the back of his truck, shotgun in hand, staring at the lumpy tarp like it might grow legs and walk off. His brain was running laps between
 you totally lost it
 and
 they're still under there, waiting
 .



He pulled the tarp back, heart thudding.



Yep.



Those were fucking aliens.



Three stinking alien lizards in busted-up spacesuits, piled like sacks of trash. The smell hit him like a punch, a mix of rotting fish and bad barbecue.



“Well, shit. Guess I’m not crazy. Just unlucky.”



Grant clambered up into the truck bed, poking around the bodies with the shotgun barrel, like they might spring back to life for one last scare.



Then he remembered. That raygun. One of them had zapped him.



He flipped over a corpse, digging around the weird leathery spacesuits until...



“Hello, beautiful.”



A pistol. Kind of. Sleek, metallic, with a barrel that looked like a camera lens from some sci-fi porno. He wrapped his hand around it, surprised at how well it fit. That made him look at the lizard anatomy: they had hands alright, even if the fingers were extra long and ended in claws. Five fingers, opposable thumbs and everything.



Figure that out later…



He turned back to the raygun. “Alright, let’s see what you do.”



A bird squawked above, flapping loud in the branches.



Grant aimed, squeezed.



ZZZT!



A red beam shot out, clipping the bird so it
 graaawked
 and spiraled out of the air, flopping into the dirt.



“Damn.”



He walked over, expecting a hole clean through it. But the bird twitched. Not dead. Half its body turned to fried chicken. Grant looked back at the truck. Walked over to inspect the driver side where he remembered the lizards peppering his pickup last night. Sure enough, it has a series of star-shaped scorch marks, like it had been hit with a bunch of fat electrical sparks. He looked at the lizards. Back at the gun.



“Okay. This is real. All of it.”



And if that was true, so was his memory of Mia running into the woods.



“Shit. She's out there all alone.”



Grant sat in his camper, staring at the old burner phone like it owed him answers. He punched in the number for the Lucky Star Club, where Mia worked her magic.



Ring… ring… ring…



Nothing.



“Figures,” he muttered, tossing the phone on the counter.



She might’ve dumped him, but last he’d seen her she was naked in the woods? That wasn’t how you left someone. He couldn’t just drive off, not with her out there, barefoot, scared, probably freezing.



He grabbed a rucksack, stuffing it with whatever passed for survival gear: a couple protein bars, a flashlight, duct tape, a flask, and of course, the .357. He hesitated, then dragged the alien bodies from the truck into the camper, stacking them like firewood under another tarp.



“Stay put.”



The truck growled to life, and he hit the road, heading back to the scene of the cosmic crime. In the daylight the trees blurred past indecently innocent, the forest looking way too normal for what had gone down.



Trouble was finding the spot. He’d taken the scenic route last night, and the stretch of backroad all looked the same.



He drove like a man hunting ghosts, every curve of the dusty asphalt looking familiar. The truck rattled over potholes, gravel kicking up behind him, tires crunching through the mess. Pine trees loomed tall and close, shadows flickering across the windshield. He passed the  bent road outside of town and turned around, doubled back and tried again.



Every dirt pull-off, every weird dip in the road, he slowed, scanning, squinting. Until he
 felt
 it... a tightness in his gut, a static buzz in the back of his head. Then he saw it.



Green smears on the dirt road, dried and cracked. Lizard blood.



“Bingo.”



Grant pulled over, grabbed the pack, and headed into the woods.



He pushed through the brush, boots crunching over dead leaves still damp with morning dew. The trees thinned, and then he stepped out into a perfect circle, charred black and flat as a skillet. Trees snapped outward like matchsticks. No campfire did this. No dream. Whatever that thing had been, it
 happened
 .



The forest swallowed him whole, quiet except for the crunch of his boots. He searched everywhere, thinking like Mia... no clothes, no sense. Where would she go?



His time with the park service kicked in. He’d worked a season doing trail cleanup, but his supervising ranger... a grizzled old-timer with a taste for bourbon and stories... had liked his attitude and reassigned him to wildlife protection. It was mostly about pulling dumb tourists out of trouble: lost, drunk, or trying to selfie with bears. That’s where he picked up the basics of search and rescue. He checked gullies, clearings, water sources. Places people gravitated to when they got lost.



Hours passed. The sun burned high, shadows shifting.



Nothing.



He took a rest, gnawing on a cardboard-tasting energy bar and guzzling water to try and stave off his hangover. He pictured the area in his head. Two roads nearby. She might’ve easily got to one by walking in a straight line and hitched out.



Grant stood there, thumbs in his belt, scanning the empty woods.



“Damn it, Mia.”



He turned back, beaten, every step heavier.



By the time he hit the truck, the sky was bruising with dusk. He climbed in, slammed the door, and let the silence sit.



He could always call the cops. Get some real effort on searching for her.



Right...



And tell them what? That he let his half-naked girlfriend run screaming into the woods after an alien abduction? That he had three dead lizards on ice in his camper? No way. They’d pin the missing persons on him, assuming she was dead in a heartbeat. Guys like him didn’t get fair hearings, they got held, questioned, smeared. Nope, this was on him. If Mia was gonna be found, he’d have to be the one to do it.



 



***



 



Grant pulled into his campsite, the truck groaning like it shared his hangover. The place was just as he left it... quiet, empty, and stinking of alien roadkill.



He popped the camper door and got hit by a wall of rot. “Geezus, you guys smell worse dead.”



He grabbed a beer from the mini-fridge, cracked it open, and made a quick exit, slamming the door on the lizard funk. The cold beer hit his throat just right, washing away a bit of the metallic taste of dead alien.



Phone in one hand, beer in the other, he started dialing. Time to see if Mia had shown her face anywhere.



Ring… ring…
 click



“Lucky Star Club.” The voice on the other end wasn’t familiar. Maybe the manager, not the night bartender.



Grant straightened, voice dry. “Yeah, I’m looking for Mia. She come in today?”



“Mia? Who's asking?”



Grant kept it cool. “Friend. Just want to know if she came in today.”



“Depends. You a cop? Get a fuckin warrant.”



“Do I sound like a cop? Look, just tell me if she showed up or I’ll come down there and ask in person. You won’t like that.”



Silence. Then a sigh.



“Alright, alright. Yeah, she came in. Like a damn lunatic. Had to be hopped up on drugs. Freaked out, made a scene, scared off customers. I gave her what she was owed just to get her outta here. Good riddance. Can't find strippers who aren't complete fuckups these days.”



Grant's grip tightened. “She said where she was going?”



“Said she was catching a bus. That’s it.”



“Right. And for the record? She wasn’t a lunatic and she wasn’t some drugged-up trash.”



“Man, strippers are all the same.”



Grant’s voice dropped. “They’re exotic dancers. Says so right on your neon sign. Remember that.”



Click.



Asshole…



Sounds like Mia had decided today was the day to head to her sister’s back east. Just like that. Gone. A goodbye might have been nice, but considering the way they’d parted…



Grant stared at the trees, beer halfway to his lips. “Right.”



He dropped the phone and sat on the stoop, draining the can in one long swig. The evening air was cooling fast, crickets chirping like nothing happened. But his world still reeked of lizard blood and lost chances.



It was sinking in. She was gone. No note. No call. Just a final payout and a bus ticket to anywhere not here. It took him about five minutes to get over it.



“Fine. Screw it. Getting outta here isn’t a bad idea anyway.”



Money, though. Always money.



Two weeks pay waiting at the farm. But after making Randy eat dirt? Not happening. Not without cops and cuffs.



He rubbed his face, feeling the roughness. Last night had been bad… there was no way around that… but sometimes when you hit rock bottom you found an opportunity down there. He was the proud owner of three alien corpses. And their rayguns. If he could find a buyer, he’d be rich.



Nobody’s gonna believe you… you need some way of making them legit. An expert to back you up…



Then his thoughts drifted south.



Florida. The marine biologist. The one with legs for days and a moral compass permanently set to ‘flexible’. They had a thing. Brief. Explosive. Her husband had a weekend in Vegas, so to pay him back she had a week with Grant. But she was educated. Like for real. Legit biologist. Alien lizards couldn't be that different some deep sea squid, right? 



Of everyone he knew she was the one who could make sense of lizard men and rayguns. He'd cut her in on the deal when he sold the aliens to the highest bidder. She might even be grateful. Grateful enough to show him some more of that trick she did with holding her breath underwater.



It was sounding better by the second. And far as he knew, there weren’t any rules about hauling alien corpses across state lines. Not yet.



“Alright, time to roll.”



An hour later, he had the bodies wrapped tighter than a Christmas ham, duct-taped in plastic to hell and back. Camper hitched. Truck ready. He double-checked the tie-downs, making sure no green goo would leak out mid-highway. He stashed the .357 in the glove box, the alien gear locked in his truck toolbox. Night had fallen, stars winking like they were in on the joke. The wind rustled the trees, carrying the smell of pine and something burnt. The place didn’t feel right anymore. The itch to get as far from here as possible climbing up his spine.



Grant stood outside the camper and smelled himself. He needed a shower. Non-negotiable.



Inside the tiny camper bathroom, he scrubbed like a man trying to wash off a nightmare. Soap stung every scratch, but it felt good to feel something normal. Clean, and smelling like dollar store soap, he shaved. Staring at himself in the mirror, asking himself if he’d gone crazy and this was what it felt like.



Grant... you just nearly got probed, got a UFO bite on your ass, killed three alien lizards, and lost your girlfriend... what are you going to do?



“I'm going to Disneyland.”



He was packing up his shaving gear when his ears popped.  It felt a bit like when the cabin pressure in an airplane shifts with altitude. And suddenly the air smelled like ozone, heavy and tight.



Everything had gone quiet. Like reality hit mute. He paused, every instinct telling him something was very wrong. Suddenly tensing.



Then the light hit.



Blinding. Pure white, burning through the camper windows like God flicked his high beams on.



“Oh fuck me... they're back!”



The floor lurched, the whole camper shaking like a coin in a washing machine. Grant staggered, grabbing the table as the fillings in his teeth started to
 buzz
 . A low rumble built in the pit of his stomach.



BWAAAAAAMMMMM.



A noise like a foghorn the size of a skyscraper slammed into his skull, rattling every bone.



“What the fuck!”



The ground... no, the
 camper
 … swayed, tilting hard to the side. He caught a glimpse of the horizon out the window as everything shifted. Grant half-skated to the door, the world bucking under his feet. He threw it open, stepping out...



And almost died as his foot landed on nothing. No ground. Just air.



A lot of air.



A hundred feet straight down and counting.



His stomach flipped, hands grabbing the door frame as his body
 yanked
 forward. One boot slipped off the edge, dangling.



“Fuck you!”



He pulled, every muscle straining, dragging himself back inside and slamming the door shut behind him. His heart was hammering now, but not fear. Not really.



Exhilaration. Like riding a rollercoaster.



He pressed his face to the window.



Outside, the camper and his truck floated, wrapped in a pulsing blue bubble. Some kind of force field? Shield? Magic soap bubble?



So what's making the force field?



Grant gripped the tiny kitchen sink, knuckles white as the camper groaned under the strain. Dishes clattered out of cupboards, a half-eaten can of beans splattering across the floor. The whole place felt like it was trying to shake itself apart. He craned his neck, squinting up through the narrow window, heart pounding.



A massive shape flew in the air above him, cigar-thick and long, outlined with glowing bands and blinking lights running along its hull. Alien. Totally alien. Not built by anyone who gave a crap about aerodynamics or human design. The blue light pulsed from its belly, locking him in. Definitely not the flying saucer from last night. 



“You gotta be kidding me... Another one?”



Some more of these space lizards wanted a piece of him, all they had to do was ask; he'd beat their scaly asses into the dirt and make them into boots in Florida. He glanced down at the ground below and saw roads in town nothing but lines of lights in the dark getting further and further away by the moment.



Florida might have to wait...



They were leaving.



Leaving Earth.



The rollercoaster thrill of being abducted in a flying camper started to wear off fast when Grant realized he was having trouble breathing.



Thin. The air was
 thin
 .



Every breath felt like sucking wind through a cocktail straw, and his head buzzed with the kind of lightness that wasn’t fun anymore.



“Oh hell no.”



Grant clawed his way to the underbed storage, tearing open drawers, tossing out underwear, socks, a wrench, that stupid souvenir plate from Graceland. His fingers hit aluminium, and he yanked it free... a bright yellow mini air tank, the kind sold to idiots who thought snorkeling counted as deep sea diving.



Florida. Two years ago. That week of bad decisions and sunburns.



He jammed the mouthpiece between his lips and twisted the valve.



Hissssss.



Sweet, sweet air.



But not enough. The thing was a toy. He had five minutes. Maybe.



Grant stumbled to the window, sucking oxygen like it was beer on a hot day. His eyes locked on the truck bed as his pickup flew alongside the camper inside the bubble. The tarp flapped, barely holding down the dead weight underneath.



The lizards.



They’d breathed earth air last night... took their helmets off and breathed just fine. Which meant their weird bug suits were probably packed with something breathable for him too.



Alright, you scaly sons of bitches, let’s see what you’re hiding…



Grant dug through the camper, grabbing the climbing line from his wind farm gig. Strong enough to hold a guy dangling off a turbine? Good enough for this insane stunt.



He tied it off to the camper frame with steady hands, no time to double-check the knot. No time to think. Just do.



Door open.



Wind slammed into him, icy and brutal. The world below so far away he saw the curvature of the earth. A blue-white marble, stretching forever.



I am way too sober for this…



Grant stepped out, gripping the line, crawling over the camper roof like a monkey on meth. Every lurch tried to rip him off, but he kept moving, inch by inch, until he climbed down to the hitch and jumped across into the truck cab.



He dropped into the bed, boots landing hard beside the tarp.



No time to waste. Fingers numb, lungs burning, he tore at the duct tape, ripping it free, revealing the lizard suits he’d bagged up in the cargo container.



The suits gleamed under the alien light. His vision blurred for a second, black dots crowding the edges. The tank wasn’t gonna last. His fingers shook as he clawed at the clasps on the nearest suit, a slick, flexible strip running along the chest like some kind of alien zipper. It had taken the better part of an hour to figure out how to open them this morning.



Grant glanced at the gauge on the mini tank.



Red.



Shitshitshit.



His breaths came in shallow rasps, each one tighter than the last. He looked at the suits, eyes darting over the ones ruined by bullet holes and digging for the only intact one... the lizard he’d stabbed in the face until it turned into sashimi.



He yanked, tearing at the clasps, fingers slipping on alien material. The fastenings hissed open, and he yanked the suit towards him. He jammed a leg in, twisting, cursing. The thing was made for something wider, taller, and definitely not human. But the sleestaks were big. Big enough that if he folded right, he'd fit.



His vision swam. He forced one arm through, then the other, stuffing his body inside like a man crawling into a sack meant for a horse.



The scuba tank sputtered and nothing happened on his next suck of air. The gauge hit zero.



Ahh fuck… he was so close…



Black spots exploded in his eyes. His lungs screamed. He shoved the chest seals shut and reached for the bug-eyed helmet...



Flash.



In the distance, something caught his eye. Something metallic. Reflective. Moving fast. Grant turned, heart thundering. Whatever it was it was fast. Size of a toy one moment then the size of a grain silo the next.



A rocket. Earth-made. No sleek curves or glowing crap. Steel, rivets, and fire.



Now what…



It was coming in hot.
 Insanely
 hot. A flaming spear tearing across the heavens, screaming with fury. Grant didn’t even have time to swear as it shot past, close enough that the heat kissed the metal skin of his camper. A heartbeat later, it collided with the alien ship like a divine hammer strike, metal shrieking against metal, a blinding flash lighting up the void. The sound wasn’t just noise... it was a
 roar
 , like the universe itself ripping a hole in reality. The entire force field shuddered, ripples distorting the blue bubble as the UFO staggered in space, groaning like a wounded beast.



Everything jerked sideways. The truck bed under him bucked, tossing him like a ragdoll. His fingers missed the helmet... it bounced, rolled, and dropped.



No!



Grant lunged, but the helmet slipped away, falling overboard. Below him, the Earth curved like a painting. Then he watched the helmet stop a few feet under the truck, tumbling and bouncing back and forth on the bottom of a barely visible bowl that was the bottom of the spherical force field.



Stars above, the planet below, and he was stuck in the middle with no air.



He clipped the safety line, heart pounding, and slid down, rope frictionless on the gloved hands of the space suit. His pulse hammered in his ears as he dropped, slamming into the bottom with a grunt.



There it was. The insect-shaped helmet. Rolling back and forth.



His chest clenched like a fist. His vision tunneled, the edges darkening, shrinking his world to a narrow, suffocating point. He could barely feel his arms as he crawled, his body heavy, sluggish, a dying engine on its last rev. Every breath was a losing battle, shallow and desperate.



He crawled, fingers stretching, each motion slow and clumsy, every second a lifetime balanced on the edge of blacking out.



Got it.



Numb hands jammed it on his head, slapping and punching the seal around the neck. It reeked. A mix of swamp, coppery green blood and canned lizard farts.



He coughed and choked but the suit lit up, blinking to life. Symbols flickered across the inside of his faceplate, alien words dancing.



And somehow just like he'd understood the lizard language he could read the words.



A holographic ad blasted into existence inside the helmet with a flicker of light, voice booming:



“GEAR UP WITH VACFLEXX™!
 Conquer gravity. Punch vacuum in the face. Breathable at -400° or the day side of Uvula-X. Whether you're base-jumping a gas giant or wingsuiting through a plasma storm, trust the only suit worn by interstellar Azurian thrillfluencer Drixie Hardspark
 VACFLEXX™ ... because space doesn’t do refunds.”



A pretty human-like woman with blue skin smiled and waved inside the ad... Then the whole thing vanished like a hallucination.



What the actual fuuuck?



Grant's head swam, body sagging.



Hiss.



Air. Real, cold, heavy air.



He gasped, pulling it in, lungs aching but alive. Lay there a long minute against the curve of the force field just breathing.



“Okay... okay... now we're talking.”



He watched earth growing distant below him and a cold fury started to burn in his stomach.



Okay, screw this.



He’d had a plan. It wasn’t a good plan, but it was his. Get to Florida, cash in on some alien carcasses, and maybe sweet-talk that marine biologist into letting him crash at her place... or at least in her bed. Now he was getting yanked around like a chew toy by E.T.’s older, meaner brothers? Nah. Not how this goes.



Nobody got to hijack his life. Not bosses, not cops, not space-freaks with bug-eyed helmets and weird fetishes for probing.



There was nothing but a shimmering blue barrier between him and an express ticket to the afterlife. The vastness of space yawning just inches beneath him. His stomach flipped. And suddenly Grant floated, staring out at infinity... stars like shotgun scatter on black velvet. No up, no down, just endless.



Zero gravity.



The vertigo didn’t scare him. He’d never been scared of heights. Liked ‘em, even. Working 200 feet up on a windmill… like standing on a cliff’s edge with the wind daring him to jump just for the hell of it. He took a breath of spacesuit air, steadying himself, and let his eyes wander.



Earth.



Huge. Beautiful. A giant marble, with swirls of white clouds and deep blue oceans, land masses stretching like puzzle pieces. He could see it all. Like someone slapped a globe in front of him and said,
 ‘Look what you're leaving behind’.



“Damn.”



He didn’t have time to admire it long.



The bubble he was inside shifted. He
 felt
 it... a subtle turn, a lurch, like a rollercoaster taking a corner at high speed. They were approaching something fast.



It was the rocket. The one that had nearly clipped him. Big silver tube with a blunt nose cone. It was spinning now, out of control, like a drunk trying to find his feet.



“You picked the wrong alien Uber to crash into, buddy.”



The UFO surged forward, accelerating with a speed that made Grant's stomach drop. The distance vanished in seconds, stars blurring behind them. Geezus, they were going to collide…



Grant braced, muscles tensed, expecting the rocket to shatter under the force of impact. But instead, a second blue beam snapped into existence, brighter and fiercer than before. It hit the spinning rocket dead-on, the light wrapping around it like a web of electric fire. The rocket jerked violently, the spin breaking with a sharp lurch as it froze mid-air, suspended like a fly caught mid-buzz, hanging just a few dozen feet away. The beam pulsed, holding it tight, the whole scene crackling with energy that made Grant’s hair stand on end.



Grant squinted at the markings on the rocket. There. On the side.



Space Y.



“Oh, you've gotta be kidding me.”



Elton Mask's pride and joy, one of those reusable rockets that were supposed to make space cheap and easy. Real slick… until they smashed into your camper, nearly burned you alive and rear-ended a UFO.



The rocket drifted closer, drawn alongside like a silent companion in the void. Grant leaned forward, eyes narrowing as he peered across the distance into the thick glass of the cockpit. Inside, a figure in a space suit. The suit was sleek, high-end, not NASA issue. The visor gleamed, but Grant caught the faintest outline of a face behind it, head tilted, eyes locked right on him. Whoever it was didn’t flinch, didn’t panic. Just watched, like they were trying to solve a puzzle made of pure insanity.



He waved.



The figure hesitated. Then instead of waving back it pointed.



Then a shadow fell across him. The light dimmed. Cold crawled over his skin.



Grant looked up.



Above them, a ship. No, a
 fucking giant
 . Bigger than anything Grant had ever seen in the air, dwarfing the cigar-shaped UFO that already had him in its grip. Its hull stretched endlessly, dark metal gleaming with streaks of alien light, rippling like oil under a blacklight. The surface bristled with strange antennas and protrusions, shapes that defied logic, like someone built it based on a fever dream. And at the center of its belly, a vast, gaping maw... a door, no, a
 hangar
 , easily large enough to swallow a them whole. It opened wider, layers of interlocking plates peeling back with an eerie mechanical grace, revealing a glowing abyss inside, deep and silent. This thing didn’t just move through space. It
 owned
 it.



“Oh, hell no.”



But there was no stopping it.



The camper and the Space Y rocket slid upward, drawn into the darkness. Inside, it was huge... a hollow cavern, lit by strips of alien light that pulsed rhythmically, casting eerie shadows on the walls. Down the center of the cavernous interior ran a massive column, twisting and slightly curved, with a texture like bone or cartilage, organic in a way that made Grant’s skin crawl. It looked like a spinal column for some monstrous beast made of vertebrae-like segments. Wrapped around this spine, like the rings of a donut stacked along its length, were massive boxy structures. Clearly purpose-built, just the right size to be slotted into the hull like parts of a colossal machine. Grant recognized the design... not the alien part, but the logic of it. He’d worked as a baggage handler once, loading planes, and these things fit inside just like cargo containers in a jetliner’s fuselage, each donut ring fitting with neat precision.



They ascended slowly into one of the huge boxy containers, metallic walls rising around them. The blue light flickered. Then vanished. Grant had just enough time to think
 uh oh
 before gravity kicked back in.



Everything dropped.



The camper slammed down, the truck bed smashing into the floor. Grant hit hard, rolling, scraping his arms on the rough metal.



“Shit!”



The truck followed, thudding down like a meteor.



Grant rolled again, barely dodging the wheels...



WHACK.



Something hit his head. Hard.



Blackness.



 



***



 



His eyes cracked open, blurry, catching glimpses of ceiling lights sliding by overhead. The room was gray, grimy, with pipes along the walls. Again… completely unfamiliar design. Weird shapes. Nothing that had even been manufactured on Earth. Still… there was something familiar about the bare features designed for form, not function. Like the belowdecks of that rust-bucket cargo ship he worked on for three months before getting dropped at the next port for “attitude issues” with the captain.



He tried to move.



Nope.



Paralyzed again.



His neck tingled, and he felt it. The squish. The cold, wet press of something alive.



“You have
 got
 to be kidding me.”



A slug thing. Just like the lizards had used to paralyze him before. Back on his neck, riding him like a parasite.



He couldn’t turn his head, but he didn’t need to. The motorized cart he was strapped to buzzed softly, moving him down a corridor like he was luggage on a conveyor belt. Two figures flanked him, one on each side.



Humanoid. Tall, armored, suits that looked like something out of a set-designer for a scifi movie’s wet dream. Black, bulky, with helmets that hid everything but a faint green glow where their eyes should be.



“Hey, fellas,” Grant croaked. “This the express tour? You know I didn’t order the deluxe package.”



They didn’t respond.



The cart stopped in front of a massive metal door, the kind that promised nothing good. It hissed, sliding open with a mechanical growl, revealing a room that felt too clean, too white, and way too sterile.



They wheeled him in.



Grant's gut tightened.



The room buzzed with low energy, like a dentist's office designed by a psychopath. Only then did the two figures turn to him. One casually removed Grant’s helmet and started peeling the space suit off him. The air hit his nostrils... dry, hot, like breathing in the exhaust of an old heater. It made his nose itch, a constant tickle he couldn’t scratch. The unknown metallic reek of alien air made it hard to breathe. Like he’d walked into an ethnic food restaurant full of unfamiliar cooking smells mixed with the slightly musky stench of a pet store.



Grant strained to see, but his eyes were still fuzzy. Focused on the second figure pulling out a sleek tool, glowing faint blue. It hovered over his chest.



“Wait, wait, this isn't
 that
 kind of party... “



A line of heat traced across his shirt, cutting it clean off. Pants followed. Boxers too. Every scrap gone, vacuum-sealed into a metallic pouch that got filed away like dirty laundry. They had some sort of vacuum that sucked up anything non-organic – car keys, phone, protein bar.



Then the machine let out a bleating alarm and started flashing red.



The folding knife.



A cheerful, synthetic voice chirped,
 “Contraband detected! Bladed object identified as Class-3 Threat! Recommendation: disciplinary action including but not limited to mild dismemberment. Have a nice day!”



The first armored figure paused, lifting the knife from the hopper of the vacuum. It slid the knife into a small drawer on the wall that popped open on its own at a touch, then resealed it with a hiss.



Then the armored face of the helmet leaned over him, close. Too close. The visor flipped up revealing another lizardman face underneath.



He’d just about had it with these motherfucking lizards on this motherfucking spaceship.



It spoke. Voice low, distorted. “You get one pass, inmate. One. Next time we find contraband, you’re done.”



Grant blinked, brain spinning.



 



***



 



 









Chapter 4
    
 
: Astrogirl




 



Grant was back on the slab. Again. Strapped down like a Christmas gift wrapped in ribbon, paralyzed, neck still slimy with the squirm of whatever thing was doing its parasitic hug.



He was pushed through another set of doors into what could only be described as a assembly line, but for body violation. Machines lined the walls, each one humming with sterile energy, all chrome and needles and scanners. The two armored lizards shoved his floating bed with the bored disinterest of some minimum-wage WakMart employee moving a pallet of discount off-season yard decorations.



“Hey… hey what is this? Hey assholes!”



Grant jolted as his table slammed awkwardly into the wall already marked by dozens of dents. They shoved him into the opening of a conveyor belt that fed him into the machines without bothering to answer.



First stop: the scanner. A frame buzzed over him, beams of light slicing across his skin. A monitor nearby blinked to life, showing a full 3D image of his insides... organs, bones, muscles, all laid out like a butcher’s guide. Blood pumping in real time.



“Whoa,” one of the lizards finally said, voice crackling through his helmet.



The other leaned in, scaly face unreadable but tongue lashing out and hissing in what Grant assumed was surprise. “Look at all those
 organs
 ! And check out the
 musculature
 .”



Yeah, take a picture, it’ll last longer.



The first lizard jabbed at the screen. “This is ridiculous. What kind of creature
 needs
 this many redundant systems? Two kidneys? A backup liver? And that heart... it’s huge!”



“And the bone density! Look at the spine. This thing’s built to fall off cliffs and
 laugh
 .”



They both backed up a half step, staring at Grant.



“I’m telling you, I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” the nervous one muttered. “We never should have taken this job. Level 9 necroplanet? Are you kidding me? There’s a
 reason
 nobody else took this job.”



Necroplanet? What the fuck is that?



The bored one waved him off, flicking Grant’s forehead with a gloved finger. “Relax. Look at him. Docile as a cucumber. The squid’s doing its thing. He’s locked down. We bagged him easy, and when the bonus pay hits? We're golden.”



“Don't do that! You'll aggravate it! You don’t poke the creatures from necroplanets, man. Everyone knows that.”



The confident one laughed, slapping Grant lightly across the face. “Please. If the money doesn’t excite you, think about the
 scale
 you’re gonna get when you tell the females you went to a
 Class 9
 necroplanet and walked away.”



“This thing’s got murder written all over it...”



“Yah… and we’re the ones who
 caught
 it.”



Grant's brain boiled. The machine beeped, satisfied with its scan, and the slab shifted, moving him to the next station.



Grant didn’t see the new arrival come in so much as
 hear
 him. The hiss of pneumatics. The hydraulic whine of something heavy trying real hard to move like it wasn’t heavy. Then came the wheeze. Like a walrus with asthma humping a harmonica.



All heads snapped up. The Sleestak guards stiffened to attention.



It was a seven-foot-tall lizard with a beer gut the size of a kiddie pool, wedged into what could only be described as a bright pink marching band uniform of neon silks, glittery medals, and more sashes than a beauty pageant. He wasn’t walking so much as wearing some kind of robot suit that moved his bulk around like a meat puppet. It clanked with every step, part forklift, part factory robot, part hospital bed for the morbidly obese. Extra mechanical arms sprouted from it... two big ones like construction equipment, and a dainty pair near his neck that nervously fretted around.



One of the smaller arms offered the fat lizard a sippy cup. He slurped. Another dabbed his chin. The third tucked a gelatinous cube snack into his maw like it was feeding a spoiled toddler.



“Captain,” the guards snapped to attention. Their gaze looking straight up, exposing their necks.



Grant didn’t need to see a name tag. The sheer smugness rolling off this guy was enough tell him he was the guy in charge.



He wasn’t alone. Behind him lumbered a hulking sleestak enforcer... twice the size of the regular ones, armored like a war rhino, with the personality of a wrecking ball on steroids. The beast growled at the other guards with bared teeth and the captain patted him on the arm like a proud mom at a middle school recital.



And on either side, held on gold-thread leashes, slinked two komodo-dragon-like creatures on all fours. They had been decorated with stripes of bright paint and shiny metal things that looked a bit like tiaras or necklaces. Pets?



One of the guards twitched from his rigid stance, tongue licking his snout as he looked the leashed pets up and down.



The captain noticed the leering. He stopped mid-chew, raised one pudgy finger, and snapped. “Feminize that guard,” he said without inflection, like he was ordering a sandwich. “I want him too distracted by shame to stare at what's mine.”



The enforcer moved fast.



Before anyone in the room could react, the huge muscled lizard slammed the guard peeking to the floor, pinning him down. The others backed up so hard they hit the wall.



“P-please, Captain Luxx! I didn’t mean—”



Out came a chrome case. Inside were surgical tools. Clinking tongs, snippers, and something that looked like a melon baller dipped in motor oil.



The enforcer grunted and tore open the guard's uniform like it was wrapping paper on discount day, yanking down his armored codpiece with all the gentleness of a hydraulic claw game. The guard shrieked, legs flailing, tail smacking the deck.



“Please! Captain! Not the nubs! I didn’t even
 touch
 them, I swear!”



Too late. The enforcer raised the tongs – serrated, gleaming, definitely not properly sterilized – and went digging under the lizard's scales at his groin.



Grant winced.



Schlick.



Twin yelps burst from the poor bastard as the clamps extracted what looked like a double-headed hot dog. Grant had a vague memory from a nature channel program about how lizard dicks were double-ended...



In ten seconds the double-headed reptile dong was neatly clamped, yanked, and snipped off with a noise like snapping wet celery.



The guard's scream could have pierced hull plating. Something wet and alarmingly muscular hit the metal floor with a slap and was casually kicked into a medical waste chute. The enforcer stood and wiped his claws with a moist towelette provided by the courtesy dispenser on the wall.



Captain Luxx made a high-pitched giggle-snort, then wiped his claws on a monogrammed napkin.



He sauntered – or more accurately,
 was sauntered
 by the exosuit – toward Grant’s slab. His jowls jiggled with each hydraulic step.



“So,” he said, peering down at Grant with oily golden eyes. “
 This
 is the savage. The 'zombie'.”



The fat bastard squinted up at the bio-monitor display of Grant's insides. It blinked with scary red numbers and several DNA markers flagged with warning icons.



“Bare skin. No claws. No venom. Not even fangs. How terribly...
 primitive.
 ”



“Untie me,” Grant said, voice low. “And I’ll show you primitive.”



The captain chuckled, taking a slow gulp from his sippy cup. A glob of neon liquid dribbled onto his chin, only to be quickly wiped by the nurse-arm, but not fast enough for some of it to drip onto Grant.



“I am Captain Luxx Vondarr,” he said, puffing out his gelatinous chest with pride. “And you, little savage, now belong to me. I own your bond… legally, financially, and in a few jurisdictions, spiritually. That means I can do whatever I like with you.”



Grant stared back, unflinching. “Well how about you start by untying me and we'll see if your robot suit can still carry your fat ass in reverse.”



“Oh, my precious little cupcake,” he said, voice full of contempt. “Your threats are adorable. But I could buy and sell your entire planet Dirt at a flea market.”



It’s Earth
 ,
 jackass...



“Interesting name for a planet... 'Dirt'. I rather like it. Suits you.”



Grant tried to clench his fists, but nothing below his neck was working. He could feel his heartbeat in his teeth.



“Don’t strain yourself,” Luxx added. “You're far too valuable to kill. The bounty for delivering you to the Tribunal of Galactic Justice? Worth more than this ship's entire cargo hold. You should have been more careful whose offspring you murdered. But then if you had, I wouldn't be making this much money.”



He leaned in so close Grant could smell the alien jerky on his breath.



“You're dessert, dear boy. And I
 do
 enjoy saving dessert.”



Then he stood back, snapped his fingers, and turned with a rustle of mechanical limbs.



“Come, my darlings,” he cooed to his concubines.



The naked lizards on leashes pranced after him. The enforcer followed.



The mutilated guard was dragged off. The others stood silent, scales twitching.



One whispered, “Thank the eggmother it wasn’t me.”



Grant lay there, seething. He’d get his turn. And when he did, dessert was gonna choke him.



But he barely had time to stew in his own irritation before the slab jerked and rolled him into the next machine. This one looked like a car wash if it was designed by someone who hated cars
 and
 people.



Sprayers hissed, drenching him in three different liquids, each worse than the last. The first was icy cold, making him flinch. The second hot and sticky, like being dunked in alien syrup. The third was some kind of sonic scrub, and it made his whole body go numb, like ants crawling under his skin.



Fan-fucking-tastic... Spa day in the slaughterhouse…



He'd just spat the last of the sticky stuff out of his mouth and blown his nostrils clean when they hit him with the orange goop. Sprayed top to bottom, it clung to him like a bad spray tan with a vengeance.



One lizard chuckled. “Think he'll like the citrus blend?”



“Better than the pine-scented one. That crap lingers.”



Did alien planets have citrus and pine scents? Probably not; had to be the micronauts translating not just the words but the context. Before he could snap back, the slab moved again.



The next machine extended a number of mechanical arms that went to work on Grant. It poked, prodded, jabbed.



“Motherfucker… Try to put anything in my back door or you better pray I never get loose!” he growled.



Something fondled his dickhole and flashed a light in his ears. Held his eyelids open and puffed air into them that made him flinch. Several flexible tubes slithered out and latched onto the slug on his neck.



Grant gritted his teeth.



He could
 feel
 it. Injections transferring into his blood. Something cold, something hot, something that tingled. His skin crawled.



Meanwhile, the lizards weren’t even watching him.



“Did you hear about Rook in Pod 12?” one asked, arms crossed.



“What, the breeding pool incident?”



“No, he got demoted. Again. Turns out he was using the growing vat to make bootleg sugar.”



“Figures. I told you he was trash.”



Grant groaned. “Hey, can we
 focus
 on the sex crime happening in your machine?”



They ignored him until the machine suddenly flashed red.



“WARNING: Unrecognized microorganisms detected. Pathogen count exceeds safety thresholds.”
  A corporate logo blinked.
 “Brought to you by OmniHealth! Your trusted name in bio-containment since 4001!”



“Whoa,” the nervous lizard said, pointing. “Look at all the cooties this thing has. I’m surprised it isn’t eaten alive from the inside!”



The other shrugged. “Quarantine system will flood him with micronauts. Nothing will survive long enough to jump species.”



“Are you serious? Look at this shit! I don't know if there's even any reason to bother with the standard xeno-immunity boosters... its immune system is a monster! Way stronger than the booster. Look at this shit...”



“Standard protocol, man. Don't overthink it.”



One of them leaned over Grant, eyeing him with mild curiosity, some sort of alien ipad in one glove.



“Hey you zombie. You understandy me wordy?” it spoke to him like a child.



“Better than you do, you motherfucking asshole.”



“What did it say?”



“Something about dirty breeding.”



“It’s a pervert as well as a murderer?”



“Figures.” The first one said. Then back to Grant: “What you name?”



Grant blinked. “Grant. What's yours, lizard boy? And maybe while we’re at it, you wanna tell me why I’m here?”



“Garnt,” the lizard said, already turning away. “Computer, register prisoner Garnt.”



“Hey! That's not what I--”



“Confirmed, Garnt,”
 the computer said.



Goddammit...



The final machine loomed. A mechanical arm whirred, loading a rectangular plastic tag about the size and shape of a credit card from a magazine into something with pinchers. Grant didn’t like the look of that. It clamped on his ear.



Click.



“Ow! Hey!”



The card snapped onto his ear like a big yellow cattle tag.



“You are now prisoner Garnt N9-000001,” the lizard droned. “Remember your number or you’ll be punished.”



Grant snarled. “You better remember
 my
 number, fuckstick... I’ll be coming for you.”



 



***



 



One of the lizards appeared from his blind spot and poked the slug on his neck. It gave a shrill
 'squeeee'
 and suddenly, he could move again.



His muscles screamed, stiff and sore, but alive. Grant sat up slow, eyes locked on the two armored suits. He didn’t trust them as far as he could throw them, and there was no way he was turning his back around these probe-happy cunts. He lifted both hands in fists and the lizard with the ipad jabbed it, immediately freezing Grant in place as the slug on his neck trilled and clamped on his nervous system.



“Fuggin... cunt...” Grants managed through gritted teeth.



“Easy, prisoner,” the first lizard muttered, hand on what might be one of those rayguns on his belt. “Since you’re so playful we fitted you with a squid. You try anything, you get shut down.”



The paralysis ended and Grant glared at them, sliding off the table. Feet hit the floor, bare, gritty. He kept his hands loose, ready, scanning the room for anything that looked like a probe. Or worse.



One of the lizards moved to a big metal door and slapped a panel. It hissed open with a groan.



“This way.”



“Fuck you.”



The lizard raised a hand to the ipad. “Don’t push it, zombie.”



Grant was considering starting a fight right there when the door he'd entered through slid open behind him. He turned, saw another floating cart being pushed inside. Another prisoner. Strapped down, just like he’d been.



A human. 



A human
 woman
 , by the curves packed tight in a form-fitting pressure suit. Space Y patch on the shoulder. The visor of her helmet was up, her blue eyes wide with panic.



She saw him and gasped. “Hey! What’s going on? Who are you? Where
 are
 we?”



Grant blinked, trying to process. She was gorgeous even in panic mode... red hair, messy and sticking to her forehead, but it worked. He opened his mouth...



“Hey!” one of the new lizards barked, looking at his armored pals. “This other deathbeast give you any trouble?”



“Nah,” the first one said, shaking his head. “The squid gentled him down plenty.”



That seemed to ease something. The two newcomers nodded, one muttering, “Ours tried to fight it. Looked like it might even get loose.”



Deathbeast?



The lizards didn’t waste time.



Despite her yelling, the two armored goons flicked their wrist tools, and with a soft
 buzz
 , the laser knife did its work.



She screamed. “Hey! Stop! get your claws off a me you damn dirty snakes!”



Grant didn’t know her. Didn’t care. He charged the guard pawing at her and got half a step before the slug on his neck clenched and he felt his body go rigid. Shut down.



“Easy, zombie,” his guard said.



Grant could only watch what happened next. The first cut and her suit peeled open like a ripe fruit, from neck to crotch, the material falling open. Grant couldn’t look away.



Coppery red hair spilled out first, falling over her shoulders like a fiery halo. The laser cutter moved slow, almost teasing, as if the lizards were putting on a twisted striptease just for the hell of it. Bit by bit, the suit was cut back, revealing freckles that dusted her shoulders, then pale skin stretched tight over firm curves of her tits. She spent the entire time yelling at them in defiance, but she was frozen from the neck down just like him. The lizards traced down, exposing stomach, hips, thighs... he could see her forehead breaking out in sweat as she tried to fight the paralysis.



Been there, sugar...



He eyed the curves of the body revealed. Trouble and temptation, rolled into one perfect package. Maybe he'd been hanging around strippers too long because he didn't feel the polite need to look away as she was revealed; pretty much every woman he'd talked to in the last six months he'd met naked.



Natural redhead, huh?



Something deep down told him she wasn’t just another pretty set of tits.



Okay, focus, man. Alien jail, remember?



The woman didn’t make it easy. She cursed them out, her voice full of venom. “You lizard-brained freaks better pray I don’t get free! I’ll rip those helmets off and shove your slimy heads up each other's asses so far you’ll be picking scales out of your teeth for a decade! I’ll piss down your water tubes, you overgrown geckos! You think this is funny? Keep it up, I’ll make shoes out of your skin and sell 'em to tourists!”



“The red one is worse than the brown one!” one lizard complained, raising his visor.



Then the redhead spat... right inside its faceplate.



The lizard threw itself backwards like it had been punched in the face.



“Contamination detected!”
 the suit shrieked.



The lizard bolted, screeching.
 “BIOHAZARD! BIOHAZARD!”



“Containment breach!” another lizard yelled, backing up fast. “Seal the vents! Initiate lockdown!”



“I TOLD you! Didn't I tell you!” one of the guards shouted, slapping at a console that started buzzing. “Somebody get sanitation! I need three gallons of fungicide and a hazmat team!”



An alarm started wailing overhead:
 “Warning: biological threat detected. Please remain calm and report to your nearest panic chamber.”



They grabbed the loogie-covered lizard by the arms and dragged him into a side chamber the size of a telephone booth, the door slamming shut with a dramatic
 WHOOSH
 . Through the small window, Grant watched as the infected lizard flailed like a man on fire, screaming, “GET IT OFF ME! I NEED A LEVEL 5 SCRUBDOWN! NOT THE BUDGET CLEAN!”



The decontamination booth crackled to life with a cheery, too-loud voice:
 “Welcome to SteriScrub 9000™! The leading choice in cross-species decontamination! Proudly rated 3.5 stars in Galactic Health Monthly for efficiency and general customer satisfaction! Warning: SteriScrub 9000™ is not liable for skin irritation, hair loss, or temporary insanity. Please remain calm.”



The sterilization chamber exploded with activity... chemical nozzles blasting the lizard from all directions, turning him into a frothy green mess. UV lights flickered like a strobe party gone wrong, and a mechanical arm slapped a pair of goggles on his face. The lizard screeched, spinning like a soaked cat as jets of mist and what looked suspiciously like glitter blasted from the ceiling.



“NO RADIATION! I’M ALLERGIC TO RADIATION!” the lizard yelled, slipping on the now soap-slick floor, crashing into a wall of flashing lights that blared.



“DECONTAMINATION 120% - THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION!”



Grant ignored the flashes of chaos - chemical spray, UV flashes, a sound like a sandblaster mixed with a dentist drill - and turned to the redhead.



“Nice move,” he nodded. “You from the Space Y rocket?”



She nodded, still catching her breath. “Y-yeah. Who are you?”



“Nobody.”



Her eyes narrowed. “Seriously? Thanks for the help,
 Nobody
 .”



Grant bristled. “Hey, not like I chose to be here! At least I didn’t crash a rocket into a UFO.”



She huffed. “What the hell’s got them so freaked out?”



“Can’t you tell?”



She shook her head helplessly.



“You. They think you’re gonna infect them.”



Her face paled. “Infect them with
 what
 ?”



“Beats me. Human cooties.”



She blinked. “You understand them?”



“Don't you?” He was confused a moment. Realized she must not have been injected with micronaut translators yet.



The decontamination seemed to have finished. The lizards converged on them, one still shaking, armor dripping from the spray. The one with the ipad released Grant’s paralysis.



“Move, inmate,” the other barked, grabbing Grant’s arm.



“Try it!” Grant snapped, but the lizard raised the ipad in a threatening way again and Grant reluctantly followed him. But not before he twisted his head to look back.



“Hey Astrogirl! Just do what they tell you.” Then he thought better. ”Unless they pull out something that looks like eggbeaters!”



Then he was gone, hauled down another corridor, mind already racing.



 



***



 



Grant got hauled down another corridor, this one with nothing but dim orange lights like a heatlamp and... vending machines?



“You guys stopping for snacks, or is this where you sell my organs?” Grant quipped, getting a shove for his trouble.



They dragged him to a big, humming machine embedded in the wall. It looked like a cross between a photocopier and a microwave with way too many buttons. One of the lizards tapped a control panel.



“Stand here,” he made Grant stand on a worn black circle on the floor. Then to the machine: “Scan for standard issue.”



A light passed over Grant from head to toe.



“Class 1 lifeform, hyumin variant, detected,”
 the machine chirped.
 “Processing standard uniform.”



The lizard grunted, turned to his buddy. “Looks like a standard Class 1. Should fit.”



The other one snorted. “Only on the
 outside
 . I've never seen anything like this one.”



The machine chirped cheerfully,
 “Congratulations, Class 1 Hyumin! You've qualified for our standard issue inmate wear, now with 30% more itchiness and zero pockets for your convenience. Proudly manufactured by Fabripod™, where discomfort meets durability!”



A plastic-wrapped bundle shot out of the machine with a
 thunk
 . One of them tossed it at Grant.



“Put it on.”



Grant caught it, eyes narrowing. “No dinner first?”



They didn’t laugh. Just ushered him down the hallway without ever touching him and followed a dark line on the floor to a door, marked in flickering holographic light that floated over the surface:
 “FAS Legal Services™ ...  Providing Mandatory Legal Representation Since 4350 Proudly sponsored by Megalaw Galactic™: Justice You Can Afford (Because You Have No Choice)!”



The next room was different. Darker. More official.



They pointed him to a podium facing a massive screen. Grant waited, hugging the plastic package of clothes.  The screen flickered, static buzzing, then a bright test pattern lit up... blinding colors, spinning logos for Megalaw Galactic.



Then her face appeared looking back at him.



“Mia?”



It wasn't so much a video screen as a 3D window – like she was actually there. Grant blinked. It was her. Same dark curly hair, same sharp brown eyes.



But something was wrong.



“Welcome, detainee Garnt N9-000001. As your court-appointed legal advisor, I am here to assist with your basic rights and obligations as defined under Galactic Penal Code 87.6-B, Subsection 12.”



The way she talked. Stiff. Cold. “What the hell... Mia, what’s happening?”



“I am not ‘Mia’. My visual presentation has been selected for maximum familiarity and trustworthiness based on neural scan data.”



“You’re a computer?”



She smiled... or it smiled. “I prefer the term
 simulant
 . I am designed to provide efficient, legally compliant support during your incarceration. Would you like to hear your rights? I can explain them in reference to any of over 3000 stellar legal codes.”



Grant stared. “No, thanks. I’m still getting used to one.”



Based on his past brushes with the legal system he doubted it would matter anyway.



Simulant Mia tilted her head, that not-quite-human smile plastered across her face. “What are the charges against detainee Garnt N9-000001?”



One of the lizard guards groaned, already tired of this. “Can’t you just scan his tag and pull it up yourself?”



“It is a legal requirement that the detainee be informed verbally of the charges as part of standard rights briefing,” she replied in a chipper but professional tone. “Compliance with Galactic Penal Protocol ensures higher efficiency and less dismemberment litigation.”



The other lizard sighed, pulling out the alien iPad. “Fine. Triple homicide and one attempted homicide.”



Grant blinked. “
 What?
 ”



“Victim witness: Enich La'arl, son of Chairman Goran La'arl of the Nintic Conglomerate,” the lizard continued, not even looking at him. “Only survivor of the vicious attack.”



Grant’s jaw dropped. “Wait,
 that
 guy? It was self-defence! They attacked me in my own truck! Then he stripped me naked and tried to jam a probe up my ass!”



Simulant Mia nodded serenely. “Those are very serious charges, detainee Garnt.”



“Yeah, no shit!”



The first lizard muttered, “Of course that's what he'd say, he's trying to save himself. I’ve never met a prisoner who didn’t say he was innocent.”



Mia didn’t blink. “Records show Enich La'arl has been previously accused of similar crimes: unauthorized probing, aggravated probing, probing in the third degree, and abduction with intent to probe. None of these charges have resulted in court proceedings.”



Grant threw up his hands. “Well,
 why
 the hell not?”



“All cases have resulted in out of court settlement.”



Grant sighed. Already knew what was happening. “This Larry Nine-tech corporation—”



“La'arl of the Nintic Conglomerate,” the simulant Mia on the screen corrected.



“Whatever… let me guess. This Enich fucker is the heir to the kingdom.”



“Yes.”



“Of fucking course.” Influence. Connections. Bribery. Grant had taught a lesson to a spoiled rich kid and now his daddy was going to see Grant paid for it.



Mia continued, unfazed. “Your defense will be logged into the system. You are scheduled for transport to the nearest authorized detention center for justice located on the planet Rete Testis, within the Vas Deferens star system. For processing at Courthouse 17-C.”



Grant stepped back. “Whoa, hold on. You can’t just take me away! What about due process and shit?”



“That,” she said sweetly. “Is for the court to decide. This is due process; you are legally presumed guilty until proven otherwise. Thank you.”



And the screen went blank.



 



***



 









Chapter 5
    
 
: Emergency Escape




 



Grant stared in disbelief. That was it? That was his arraignment? No trial, just extradited to another planet for defending himself against some rich fuck getting his jollies buzzing unsuspecting planets and probing people in the middle of the night? Grant stood there, holding the “clothes” they handed him like they were some kind of sick joke.



The guards were chatting between themselves, already checked out. Grant's fists clenched looking at the empty screen. His anger boiled. All this... being tagged, scanned, charged with murder... and now he was supposed to play along like a good little inmate?



Fuck that...



Well… when justice is absent, there’s always force…
 he reminded himself.



To buy himself a moment to think he tore open the package and checked out his new clothes. White t-shirt. White shorts. Cheap fabric, tight in all the wrong places. The shirt clung to his chest, the sleeves too short, while the shorts hugged his thighs like they were tailor-made for a preteen boy band reject.



“Great,” he muttered. “Space technology and they still can’t get sizing that fits right in the crotch.”



He wriggled into the outfit, cursing under his breath. It pinched, it chafed, it pulled in places that made him seriously question the alien understanding of anatomy. As he dressed, he caught the lizard guards talking, distracted, leaning against a console.



“You see the new duty roster?” one groaned.



“Yeah, they cut our Hot Rock time again. This is
 bullshit
 .”



“Ever since Luxx started cost-cutting, it’s like we’re the ones in prison.”



“Screw it,” Grant muttered. “I'm done.”



He slowed down, pretending to adjust his shirt, eyes scanning the room. The guards weren’t looking. His pulse thudded in his ears. No plan. No escape route. Just rage.



Go.



He lunged.



The first lizard didn’t even see it coming. Grant slammed into him like a truck, driving him to the ground. He pounded the guard’s head into the metal floor, over and over, until the lizard went limp, green blood pooling inside the helmet.



The second lizard screamed, fumbling at his belt.



Grant felt it. The squid tightened.



Paralysis.



“Little… bitch…” he growled, muscles locking, vision blurring.



He fought it, every nerve screaming. His arms barely moved, stiff as stone, but he forced them, inch by inch, muscles trembling with the effort. The weight of the paralysis crushed down on him, like trying to swim through wet concrete. His fingers twitched, spasmed, clawing blindly until they brushed slime. His breath hitched. He locked his jaw, pushing harder, veins bulging, vision flickering.



Move, damn it!



A final surge of will and his hand clenched. He gripped the slug, slippery and writhing, and with a grunt he yanked. The slug tore free with a wet
 pop
 , writhing in his hand. His body collapsing forward, gasping for air, heart pounding like a war drum.



“How... how are you doing that?” the lizard whimpered, backing away, eyes wide. It fumbled some sort of metal baton from its belt. Had to be a weapon.



Grant stood jumped up, the slug dripping from his fingers. Answered him with a growl.



The lizard swung but Grant blocked with a wrist-strike. Heard something crunch and the baton flew across the room to land with a fat spark. He grabbed the lizard by the collar of his spacesuit, yanked the visor open and shoved the writhing slug straight into the lizard’s screaming mouth and followed with a fist that connected with a sickening
 crunch
 . The lizard staggered, gagging as the slug writhed half in, half out of its mouth.



The door hissed open behind him.



Grant spun. Two more lizard guards stood in the doorway, weapons holstered, dragging in the redhead astronaut. Naked, drenched in orange goop, holding a plastic bag of clothes like she had no clue what was real anymore.



A part of Grant flooded with joy; more lizards to pound into the floor.



Round two...



He charged.



The first guard barely had time to babble a protest and grab its metal baton. Grant’s charge slammed it into the wall and he heard bones crunching. The lizard was tough… and the baton he fumbled for sparked with some sort of energy like a stungun… so Grant disarmed him.



He grabbed the lizard’s arm and yanked... hard. Bone snapped, sinew tore, and the arm came free like a turkey leg at a family dinner. The lizard screamed and slid to the ground in shock. Green blood gushing from the stump.



“Holy shit,” Grant muttered, dropping the dismembered limb.



The second lizard shoved the redhead aside and came at Grant hissing and frothing – the micronauts couldn't translate it. But he was going for his gun, scrambling for his sidearm. A raygun. Grant knew that shape now. He charged, too late, as the lizard raised the barrel towards him.



But the redhead moved. Fast.



She slapped the raygun aside, the red beam zinging into the ceiling, leaving a black scorch mark.



Grant grabbed the lizard by the waist, hoisted him up like a sack of potatoes, and brought him down across his knee. The spine gave way with a crack, the body going limp with a screech.



Fucksakes… were they made out of cardboard?



The woman, wide-eyed but fierce, heel stomped the crippled lizard so it went still. For a moment they just looked at the broken aliens on the floor.



“I’m getting out of here. You with me, Astrogirl?” he asked.



Her eyes were fierce. “Fuck yes.”



Grant scooped up the baton and raygun. Went to the door. It wouldn’t open. Maybe it had some sort of control panel?



He found a small plate like black glass on the door frame and prodded it. Nothing.



The redhead tore the packaging for her clothes open and held up the badly-made garments. “They gotta have some kind of key or signal to open the doors, right?” she said, looking at the door.



“Sure. Like what?”



She scanned the bodies, frustrated. “I don’t know.”



“Screw it.”



Grant grabbed the lizard with the severed arm, marched to the door, and slammed the creature onto the panel beside the door.



Beep.



The door slid open.



Red lights flashed. Alarms blared.



“Looks like they know we’re on the loose” Grant said. “Time to run.”



He grabbed her by the arm as she was trying to slip into the white shorts and yanked. She stumbled, dropping the clothes.



“Wait!”



“Are you kidding? Leave it!”



To her credit, she gave an annoyed growl but followed, naked. “Where are we going?”



“I was thinking your spaceship.”



Grant shoved the armless lizard through the door, triggering the next security panel with a limp
 beep
 .



Alarms shrieked around them, green lights spinning like some intergalactic nightclub was having a very bad night. The hallway stretched ahead, sterile and gleaming, lined with more flickering panels and mechanical doors.



The redhead was right on his heels, still naked and dripping orange goop, clutching a raygun with a scowl that could have melted steel.



“What the hell,” she muttered. “What the hell?” she repeated.



“Where's the fucking exit?” Grant shot back.



They retraced their path, using the poor bastard's dangling body to smack security plates. Each door
 whooshed
 open like magic.



Next up they stepped into the hallway with the clothing vending machine.



“Guess corporate customer service clocked out early,” Grant muttered, not slowing.



The redhead bolted ahead, still naked, and started banging frantically on the vending machine, leaving splashes of orange goo. She slapped it, kicked it, even tried yelling at it. The machine chirped cheerfully back:
 “Thank you for choosing Fabripod™! Your purchase will be available once standard biometric authentication is complete. Please enjoy our complimentary waiting music!”



She smacked it again. “I am not waiting for spa music!”



“I never shoulda taken this assignment,” the lizard dangling from Grant’s grip whimpered, voice cracking. “I had seniority at the Janitor Corps! I could've been supervisor cleaning sludge pits!”



Grant grabbed her arm. “We don't have time for fashion emergencies!”



“This is not about fashion! You like being naked so much, give me your clothes!”



“Priorities!” Grant hissed. “Like
 living
 !”



“I'm not running around this ship bare-assed!”



They were in full argument mode when a nearby door hissed open.



“By the sacred spawn-pit, will you shut your noise glands! Some of us are trying to moult in peace!” the lizard barked.



And standing right there, yawning, wearing nothing but a towel slung around his scaly waist, was another lizard.



For a second, everyone froze.



As the lizard's towel dropped the redhead’s eyes widened in horror... and not just because of the situation. Grant caught the glance she gave the lizard’s exposed, almost-human anatomy: a pair of twin, corkscrewed, snake-like appendages dangling far too proudly for anyone's comfort. It looked like someone had glued two alien bratwursts together, tipped the fleshy ends like a cactus, and called it a day. Even for Grant, who had seen some things, it was a visual assault he'd need therapy to forget.



“Oh,
 ew
 .”



The lizard blinked, tongue flickering across his expressionless scaly face. He turned to the armored sleestak guard being held upright by Grant.



“Teek that you? Why are you even out here? You're not scheduled for processing until... “ His eyes caught the missing arm and he stopped midsentence.



“Help me…” the guard whimpered.



“What? What happened to your arm?” Then realization smacked him square in his reptilian forehead. “Oh shit! Are those the zombies...” Then in a yell: “OH SHIT! THE ZOMBIES ARE LOOSE!”



The naked astronaut girl raised the raygun and fired.



Flash of red light, snap of sparks. The beam hit him square in his double-barrelled barbed penis. The lizard made a noise Grant hoped he'd never hear again... somewhere between a squeal and a croak... before collapsing like an umbrella in a hurricane wind.



“Holy shit,” Grant breathed. “Nice shot.”



“Get moving!” she snapped.



They kept running, dragging the armless moaning lizard along like the world's heaviest security badge.



“Get a doctor! Get my arm back!” the lizard yelled weakly at his fallen comrade.



They started opening random doors, looking for the way out. First was a storage room... a cavernous, echoing space filled with giant crates, each stamped with bright stenciled warnings like “DO NOT SHAKE” and “EXPLOSIVE CONTENT: MAY BITE.” Some crates had holographic readouts flickering in sloppy alien script, offering reassuring messages like “98% Containment: Probably Fine!” One crate was leaking something purple that hissed and sizzled as it melted clean holes through the floor, releasing tiny clouds of foul-smelling vapor that sparkled disturbingly in the flashing lights.



They skidded to a stop at a bulkhead plastered with neon letters:



> EMERGENCY ESCAPE POD - Because Every Journey Deserves a Finale



The subtext blinked:
 “Proudly providing expedited offboarding solutions since Galactic Quarter 3912.”



“We can use this!” Alice said, already looking inside. “This could work!”



Grant squinted. Everything he'd experienced on the alien ship so far told him not to expect anyone to be helpful. Not without a price, anyway.



She got in before he could stop her.



The door hissed shut.



“Welcome to your last experience with us!”
 chirped a voice.
 “Your peace is our product! Remember: ExitPod™ services are irreversible, non-refundable, and legally considered a 'luxury escape enhancement'.”



“Uh... get the fuck out!” Grant yelled, having a horrible suspicion.



“What? Why?” she yelled through the window in the door.



“
 Thank you for choosing
 Organ-Donor Express™: Because Sharing is Caring!
 Please select preferred euthanasia method: gentle mist or instant cranial implosion,”
 the pod asked.



“That's why!”



Her face went pale, eyes wide, when she realized she’d just climbed into a suicide booth. “Get me out of this, stop! Abort!” she yelled at the machine. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”



“You have selected 'instant cranial implosion, please enjoy your last moments knowing your organs will find a new home.”



Grant smashed the panel, sparks flying. The door popped open just as metal arms extended with a bone saw and organ vacuum.



He shouldered the door open the rest of the way, dragging her out.



“Stick to the plan,” Grant told her. “Find your ship.”



She nodded numbly.



Last door in the corridor opened into what had to be a cafeteria. A half-dozen off-duty lizard guards in dull gray jumpsuits sat at metal benches. They were eating trays of wobbling fluorescent food... neon green cubes, glowing purple soup, and something that resembled spaghetti if spaghetti was still moving. They stared at the escaping humans in mid-bite, jaws frozen, cubes of food dangling halfway to their mouths.



Grant pushed the half-dead corpse of the one-armed lizard forward, waving his remaining arm like a puppet. “Everything's fine, folks! Routine prisoner transfer!”



The armless lizard dangling from his grip took that moment to rally and sobbed. “Don't believe him! They took my
 arm
 !”



The redhead let out a snarl and started blasting. The cafeteria erupted into lizard frenzy, like a carnival shooting gallery, trays clattering, chairs overturning as the lizards scrambled for cover. Showers of sparks erupting on the walls and tables from missed shots and red beams dropping at least six of them like ragdolls. 



“Move!” Grant shoved the half-dead lizard at the nearest door, banging the helmet against it before it slid open. 



The astronaut was still shooting. “You lizard bastards!” she was furious.



He had to lean back and try to pull her by the slippery arm until she ceased fire and stumbled after him.



“Keep it together, will ya?”



“Keep what together? Huh?” she almost yelled. “How are you so calm?”



Every new door felt like a gamble. Grant had no idea if the next section of the spaceship they stepped into would be a lizard mud bath or the airlock into deep space.



The lizard mumbled something, and Grant shook him so his head snapped back and forth. “Shutthefuckup!”



Grant was too busy scanning for exits, anything that didn’t scream
 you're screwed
 . His heart pounded, lungs burning, but the anger still fueled him. He’d been stripped, tagged, humiliated, and framed for murder. Whatever was stupid enough to get in his way was going to regret it. 



The yelling started behind them... a dozen angry lizards from the cafeteria rallying into a mob.



“Go, go, go!” Grant shouted.



“This looks familiar,” Alice said, slowing down.



“Because we’ve been here already.”



Grant pointed to the lizard with the towel laying nearby the clothing printing machine. They’d gone in a circle. This time he chose the door the towel-lizard had used, jumping inside the next chamber the moment it whooshed open.



Grant barreled through the door at full speed... and skidded to a halt, his brain short-circuiting.



“Ugh, it reeks!” the girl said behind him.



For a terrifying moment, he thought he'd somehow teleported to the surface of a real planet. Rough rocky surface under his toes, wind-worn boulders jutted from the ground, and an angry red sun hung low over a cracked horizon, painting the whole place blood-orange. The heat slammed into him like a truck, dry and oppressive, sucking the moisture from his throat.



“What the hell...” he muttered, blinking hard.



The illusion was so good, so gut-wrenchingly perfect, that it messed with every survival instinct he had. Only after a long, dizzy second did he spot the faint shimmer... the telltale ripple on the sky that showed it was some sort of hyper-realistic projection. It wasn't real. Just another alien funhouse trick.



And it was knee-deep in naked lizards. Everywhere.



In the middle of the rocky clearing, groups of lizards were twined together, hissing and moaning, bodies slick and writhing. It was a full-blown orgy... tails wrapped, claws raking lightly down scaly hides, tongues flicking like drunk snakes at a rave. The air stank of what he assumed were sex fumes, and the noises were something Grant would rather forget.



But the lizards hadn’t noticed them yet.



“Where's the door?” the girl hissed.



Grant's eyes darted across the desert biome. Didn't see anything but rocks. “I can't see one...”



Or at least one that wasn’t concealed by lizards boning. Tails wrapped, hips bucking. Teeth bared, hissing and squawking as they got their lizard jollies off.



Still carrying the dying guard and dragging the redhead, he started running across the room, trying to find bare patches of ground for his footing and succeeding only some of the time. Stomping on clawed hands, tails and skinny lizard backsides. It took a moment for the reptiles to notice but when they did, screams echoed as the horny lizards began howling in alarm. Grant didn't stop to apologize.



They got about halfway before the male lizards got up – entirely naked – and blocked their path. Grant gripped the stun baton from the guard and started swinging in wide arcs.



The electric prod sparked and popped against scaly bodies, dropping lizards like flies and clearing a path through the chaos. Taking inspiration from the ginger, he aimed at their gonads.



“Ughhh! I stepped in it! I stepped in lizard spooge!”  the redhead yelled, when she slipped and nearly fell.



They picked a door at random and burst through, landing in a tall, narrow chamber. Dozens of birds... no, flying lizards... roosted along the walls. Bright multicolored feathers rustling at being disturbed. Their wings unfurled in panic as they took to the air, squawking and shrieking.



“Watch your head!” Grant barked, weaving and swatting at dive-bombing reptiles.



Another door... another gamble.



They stumbled into what looked like a feeding trough room. Rows of lizards lined up, shoveling neon slop into their mouths. Another cafeteria? Maybe an officers’ mess.



Who gives a fuck…



They all wore shiny metallic boxer shorts in every color of the rainbow, looking like an alien pride parade gone feral. The moment Grant and the redhead crashed in, the nearest lizards froze... then grabbed trays, utensils, whatever they could find.



“Don't stop!” Grant hollered.



Too late. A half-dozen lizards rushed him, screeching.



Grant used the one-armed guard like a shield. Charged into the other lizards with the baton like a baseball bat, the stun prod cracking into the nearest lizard's gut with a satisfying
 THUMP
 . The poor bastard went into seizures instantly, sliding across the slimy floor. The next lizard caught a backhand that sent him crashing into a table, neon slop raining down as he landed in the trough.



Another one lunged, claws raking Grant’s side. Grant braced, pivoted, and smashed the baton into his midsection. The weapon sparked... and snapped clean in half, the broken shaft punching straight through the lizard’s torso with a wet, meaty
 CRACK
 .



Holy hell… he didn’t know his own strength…



More lizards came, screeching, slipping, throwing punches that Grant barely dodged. He grabbed one by the tail and hurled him bodily into a feeding trough. Then he started to fight dirty. Kicking legs to hear the bone snap, twisting arms until they broke and hung limp. Bodies flew. Grant plowed through them like they were made of papier-mâché.



Somewhere behind him, the redhead was laughing... giddy, panicked,
 alive
 .



Emerging on the far side of the room Grant glanced at his living shield and saw it wasn’t so ‘living’ anymore. The one-armed lizard they'd dragged this far hung limp, motionless, a trail of greenish blood dripping beneath him.



Bastard up and died...



Grant spotted a much heavier metal doorway and barreled through the lizards trying to escape through it, dragging the redhead with him. No time for anything fancy.



“Keep moving!” Grant barked, leaving a trail of stunned and broken lizards in their wake as they forced the door shut behind them.



Then a lizard in a sequined speedo swung out of a hidden compartment onto Grant’s back. Teeth snapping for Grant’s face and closing on his arm.



“Fucker!”



The naked girl got to him first and as the creature hissed at them, she pistol-whipped it in the side of the head and knocked one of its eyeballs loose. They took the concealed door and stumbled into another sterile metal spaceship corridor. Together they pelted down the corridor.



Around the bend they arrived at a much larger door, like an airlock maybe. It refused to open. Even refused to be kicked down. Behind them, Grant could hear the yelling and hisses of a lot of lizards heading their way. 



Shit... shoulda taken another hostage.



“Anything you can do with this?” he turned to the woman, gesturing to the door.



She scowled at him. “Like what?”



“I dunno... use your astronaut training to hotwire it.”



“This is a goddam alien spacecraft!” she screamed.



“So? I thought you astronauts were smart.”



She stared. Mouth open. “With what?” she yelled. “Do you see a toolbox on me anywhere?”



He admired her naked body a moment. “Fair enough.”



The door suddenly pinged and began to slide open, revealing a lizard on the other side. He wore baggy coveralls and plenty of pockets stuffed with unidentifiable tools. If Grant had to guess he’d say this wasn’t your front-line lizard soldier. More like a maintenance guy... Grant could tell a working man in any species.



In a moment Grant grabbed the technician by the scruff of his coveralls and slammed him against the wall.



Behind him, the yelling grew louder. Grant risked a glance back and his gut tightened. A full mob of lizards poured into the corridor, dozens of angry, half-naked reptiles spilling like a flood, armed with anything they could grab... trays, utensils, a broom.



“We gotta move!” the redhead shouted, already hopping through the metal doorway, her bare feet slapping against the metal floor.



He followed, clamping his hand tighter around the maintenance lizard’s neck, squeezing just enough to make it whimper.



“Seal the door!” he yelled.



The lizard hissed.  Grant reached and yanked his tail off.



“Seal the door or your legs are next!”



The maintenance lizard whimpered, tapped a few keys on a wall panel, and the heavy door ground shut behind them... sealing the mob on the wrong side. Grant slammed the lizard's head against the wall and it went limp, collapsing int a heap.



“Come on! Let's move!” the girl barked, already backing away.



They ran down a wide, hemispherical corridor, curving slightly, until they skidded to a stop outside a set of large doors.



> TRANSPORT BAY 2



Grant used the lizard corpse to open the doors and they split down the middle and retracted, letting them step into a big observation gallery. Below, in a giant empty chamber, sat Grant’s battered pickup, his camper... and the sleek, silver body of the Space Y rocket.



Grant grinned like a kid at Christmas. “Yes! We’re taking
 your
 spaceship and flying the hell out of here!”



He turned to celebrate...



And saw the redhead sag, her shoulders drooping, her face pale.



“What's wrong?” Grant demanded.



But she just shook her head.



Grant grabbed the astronaut by the arm, urgency cracking in his voice. “Come on! We can still make it!”



But she didn’t move.



She was staring out a thick viewport set into the far wall... gaping into the star-speckled void.



“Look,” she said softly.



Grant frowned and turned.



Out there, massive and unmistakable, loomed the swirling storms of a gas giant, the angry red spot looking at them like a huge bloodshot eye. The planet slowly drifted past them, silent and monstrous.



“So?” Grant snapped.



“It's no use,” she said, voice hollow. “My ship… it’s an orbital transfer vehicle.”



“What does that mean? It's a spaceship isn't it?”



She turned on him, angry. “That’s Jupiter!” she pointed and yelled. “It’s five times as far from the sun as Earth is! 93 million miles! My ship isn’t designed for long-distance travel! We’d be dead before we even made it a tenth of the way back.”



Grant shook his head, frustration boiling over. “So? We take the chance! Better odds out there than whatever fresh hell they got waiting for us here!”



She just shook her head. “It’s math. The rocket only has a few days of life support. We're passing Jupiter... it would take five goddam years to return to Earth!”



That got his attention.



“We’d be committing suicide the moment we launched,” she shook her head.



Grant’s fists clenched so tight his knuckles cracked. His mind scrambled, grasping for any solution, any miracle. There
 had
 to be a way...



Booted feet.



Lots of them.



Grant’s head snapped around.



Doors at both ends of the gallery room slammed open. A phalanx of fully armored lizard guards stormed in from either end, rayguns raised, black visors gleaming in the pulsing green light. They were trapped.



“Well…” the redhead said oddly calm. “What’s the play?”



“We take them down.”



“Oh… great.”



“They think they can just pick me up, toss me in their space zoo, and I’ll roll with it? Nope. Not me. Not now. I don’t care if we’re halfway to Jupiter or the ass-end of the galaxy... I got things to do.”



He looked to the girl. “You with me? I’d rather not go out alone.”



She swallowed hard. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “Yeah I guess.”



“Good.”



“Non-lethal force only!” one of the sleestak guards barked. “The bounty on this necroplanet zombie is worth more than this ship!”



Grant let out a roar.



He didn’t think. He charged. Behind him came the girl.



The first wave of raygun fire hit him like electric sledgehammers. Stings, flashes of pain, muscles spasming. But he plowed through it, berserk, bare handed. Immediately lost contact with the redhead.



He smashed into the front line like a wrecking ball made of meat and rage, hitting the first lizard with a hammer-fist straight to the helmet. The visor cracked. The head snapped back with a crunch of broken neck. The body dropped. The second lizard raised its weapon too slow... Grant drove a palm into its throat, stepped in, and pivoted, snapping the lizard’s spine over his hip in a single brutal twist. The sound was sickening.



A third guard lunged with a stun baton, zapping his ribs. Grant pushed back and delivered an elbow to the solar plexus... or whatever organ cluster sat in the chest of a lizard in riot armor... and felt something rupture. He didn’t stop. He moved like a man who had no tomorrow. Knees. Throats. Armpits. Joints. Every target a weak spot, every strike a crippling blow.



Rayguns cracked all around him. Beams slammed into his shoulders, his ribs, his legs. He grunted but didn’t stop. Every hit made his muscles seize and twitch. His limbs started to fail, one by one, but he stayed on his feet through sheer will. Through fury. Through some primal override in his brain that screamed
 keep going
 .



He drove a headbutt into another lizard and followed it with an uppercut that lifted the bastard off the floor. The lizard's baton shattered on the next strike... literally
 snapped
 in half as it broke on Grant's forearm block.



Grant didn't stop to watch him fall. He kept moving. Numb, half-blind, and radiating heat like an overclocked engine. They kept shooting. He kept swinging.



Distantly, like hearing an echo in a cave, Grant heard the lizard commander shouting orders, and a moment later a volley of shots slammed into him from all sides. His limbs went numb. His body locked up.



He crumpled to the floor, stunned, vision spinning.



One of the guards, bleeding and clutching his side, gasped. “I’m gonna file for trauma leave. On
 religious grounds.
 ”



Another one cradled a limp arm. “He killed half the squad... with
 hands!
 ”



“Why didn’t it stay down? It doesn’t even have
 scales!
 ”



That’s right, you pussies…
 Grant thought as he sank into numbness.



 



***









Chapter 6
    
 
: Isocube




 



Grant came to just long enough to realize he was being manhandled by four lizard-men with stun batons, scales, and cold hands. His head thick as a fat girl’s thighs, and his limbs felt like wet laundry. Everything was a nightmare of snarling reptilian faces, high-voltage hallway strobes, and walls plastered with glowing ads for overpriced alien dating services and off-brand electrolytic nutrient paste.



“Captain said he was a soft-skin! Captain
 lied!
 ” one guard said.



“Be a shame if he fell down and knocked his head open…” another suggested.



“Shut your meatholes,” a third one said. “Anything happens to the captain’s prize you’ll be spare parts in the organ bank by morning.”



“Be honest, Shrikt, it used Rork’s leg as a
 weapon!
 That doesn’t bother you?”



“I care a lot more about my hide.”



He drifted in and out as they dragged him through one reinforced door after another. One corridor smelled like minty antiseptic and molten plastic. Another had walls painted with a mural of smiling alien prisoners enjoying a fictional rehabilitation program called
 “Productivity Through Pain: Now with 20% Fewer Screams!”
  Place stank like a meat smoker.



“You ever think maybe we got too many bodies and not enough boxes?” one of the lizard guards griped as they rounded a corner.



“The overcrowding is the point,” the one called Shrikt said. “More bodies, less overhead. We keep the cubes full, the bonuses flow. Supply of meat goes up, cost per unit drops. Captain leases out floor space to corporate rehab franchises, we skim off the top, boom... vacation on Coccyx Delta with a pair of in-season komodos on each arm. All thanks to good old privatization. You think public sector guards ever get to see a binary eclipse from the Anus Minor lounge deck?”



They came to a stop in front of a heavy chrome hatch covered in faded warning stickers and a floating semi=transparent hologram of a cartoon smiley face.



A squat, orange-scaled lizard in a frayed jumpsuit and a headset slouched behind a thick pane of clear glass. Surrounded by screens of data-entry and a terminal that displayed nothing but buffering icons.



“Wake up, Shung, got some live ones,’ the lizard in charge called.



“Who signed off on this?” the lizard behind the glass asked without looking up. “You can’t just dump prisoners in my unit. I’m at full capacity.”



“Orders from Intake,” said Shrikt, tapping the side of his helmet. “Two zombies. Isolation protocol.”



“Yeah? And I’ve got sixteen cubes, all full of biter junkies and void prophets. No vacancy unless one dies.”



“Make room. You got a protective custody can be a corpse?”



The guards glanced at each other.



“Technically no,” Shung said, hesitating.



“That sounds a lot like ‘technically yes’. How be you release it back into genpop and let fate decide.”



“Don’t even joke. I already filed the quarterly zero-death compliance form. You wanna see me redo that with the e-signature scrubbed? Took me three hours to fill in the exceptions handling form.”



“Look, cut one loose then we double up,” the guard named Shrikt said. “They’re zombies. If they start biting, we shock ‘em. If they don’t, hey... problem solved.”



The duty officer sighed. “Fine. But I’m not doing the incident report. You log it as a maintenance mix-up. File it under... uh, sanitary overflow. Nobody reads those.”



“Deal. We owe you one.”



“You owe me two, and a synth-kelp smoothie from the vending bay. Mango-pork flavor.”



“Barbarian,” muttered one of the guards.



“Damn right,” said the officer.



A nearby hatch hissed, popped open, and spat out a tiny human with a metal collar, skidding across the floor like luggage. The Sleestak guards flinched in unison, weapons half-raised, as if a rabid rottweiler had just been unleashed instead of a barely conscious kid.



Grant stared… no fuckin way… he was human. There was another human on the ship!



The duty officer didn’t even look up from his snack. “You said make room... there you go.”



The guards hesitated. One nudged the slight figure with a boot.



“It’s not gonna bite your heads off,” Shrikt snapped. “Grow a pair and help me haul the zombie.”



Grant had so many questions. Where had another human come from? As he stared the slim figure’s eyes fluttered open. For a moment he locked eyes with Grant.



“Now shove ‘em in and get the hell out. I’ve got a backlog of devotional threat assessments to fake.”



Grant tried to say something like “I can hear you, assholes,” but what came out was more like a gargling death rattle mixed with an extended burp. One of the guards gave him a nudge with his boot. “Oh good. Still alive.”



Then came the shove. Everything spun, flipped, thudded.



He was expecting a spartan solitary confinement cell but instead he was being rudely shoved into a horizontal space not even big enough to sit up in. Like a coffin or a stainless-steel drawer in a morgue. The only comfort was a padded plastic floor that smelled like sharp chemicals and was dripping wet.



“Fugg ya bastids...” he slurred his words, trying to fight his way out of the coffin.



“Still want to play, huh?” one of the guards jammed a stun prod into his neck over and over until Grant's senses started to fade.



“Now the other one,” a lizard said. “Quick before it wakes up.”



As he sank into darkness the hatch door to the coffin slammed with a hiss and a click. He couldn't move. Couldn't think. But at least the padding was soft.



 



***



 



Grant came to with a start, smacking his forehead against something firm.



“Goddamn...” he muttered, clutching his skull as pinpricks of pain danced behind his eyes like discount fireworks.



That’s right… you’re inside a coffin…



The world was dark. Tight. Smelled like sweat, plastic, and that sweet chemical tang of alien sanitizer. He couldn't stretch his arms without hitting something. Couldn't roll over without bumping into a wall. It felt less like a cell and more like being buried alive in a first-class coffin.



“Hey assholes?” he croaked. “You out there?”



No response.



“Hey, I’d like to register a complaint,” he said after thinking it through a minute.



The isocube hummed. A speaker somewhere inside played a corporate jingle: “
 We hope you're enjoying you enforced isolation. All complaints will be registered on retrieval. Think
  
 IsolationCube™: the private, premium solution for all your noncompliant incarceration needs!”
  



He reached out blindly and immediately grabbed something warm and soft.



“Dafuck…”



He ran his hand across the surface... it was yielding, breathing. A body. Female.



“Shit.”



A dim blue light flicked on just above his head. Barely enough to see his own hands, but after a few seconds his eyes adjusted.



Pressed tight against him in the narrow hole was the redhead. The astronaut.



She was unconscious, head tilted back, fiery hair fanned out against the padding. Still completely naked, leaving her long, tall form of pale skin tinted blue beneath the blinking glow. Her breathing was shallow but steady. No blood. No burns. Just... out cold.



Grant sighed and lay back, careful not to move too much. He could feel the curve of her thigh against his leg, the press of her chest against his side. The isocube was maybe six feet long, two feet wide, and just enough for neither of them to fit. Perfect for building a sexual assault charge.



He counted pulses of the blue light in the ceiling to pass the time.



After what felt like fifty years, the woman groaned.



She twitched. Shifted. Let out a sharp breath and blinked up at him. “What the hell?”



“Hey there, Sleeping Beauty.”



Her brow furrowed. She flinched. Tried to push away, but her arm bounced uselessly against the wall. “Why are you on top of me?” she yelled.



“Technically, you're on
 me
 ,” Grant grunted. “And also: I’m not enjoying it.”



She pushed again. Found how tight the space was and started to thrash in a small panic. “Can't you move?”



“Nope. Unless you want me crawling up into the vent like a lizard-baby.”



She took the next five minutes frantically but methodically searching every inch of the coffin she could reach, forcing him to move and squeeze down and finally – in a moment Grant didn't hate – climbed overtop of him, naked body squeezed between the top of the coffin and his chest, pretty freckled face a couple inches from his. When she'd inspected his side of the coffin she finally gave up in defeat.



“They didn’t have room so they jammed us both in the same isolation room,” he said patiently.



“Room?”



“Coffin. Hole. Drawer.”



“Fine. Whatever.”



They lay there a moment, chests rising and falling awkwardly against each other. The only sound was the faint hum of the isocube’s climate adjuster switching between “frozen meat locker” and “sweaty armpit.”



“Name’s Grant,” he finally said. “In case you were wondering. Or, like, didn't know how to ask because you forgot to earlier and now its just awkward.”



She gave out a long sigh. “Alice,” she said, like she had no other choice. “Not ‘astrogirl’.”



She was pretty. Too pretty to be a real astronaut. You didn't spend every waking hour of your life laser focused to become an air-force pilot or engineer or rocket scientist and have time left over to look good.



“So... you're not with NASA,” he said. ”Let me guess. you some sort of pop star?”



“What?” she snapped. “What makes you think I'm some brainless pop singer?”



“Well, you're sure hot enough to be one. I figured you paid a million bucks to have a tourist flight to space?”



“I’m a flight certified Heavy Lift pilot,” she said through clenched teeth.



“Damn. NASA sent you up alone?”



She looked away, uncomfortable. ”Not NASA... Space Y, technically. I've got seven missions under my belt and two of them solo commanding… not counting today's fuckup...”



“Space Y? No shit... you ever meet Elton Mask?”



She sighed. “Yeah... few times.”



“Bet he liked you...”



“What's that supposed to mean?” she snapped.



“Nothing, I see it now. Guy's all about image. You're like... the poster-girl for his sexy space program.”



Whatever he'd said must've touched a nerve because she got even angrier. “Listen, asshole! You want to get into rotation and actually be in space its all down to private companies now. I
 could've
 gone to NASA and I'd
 still
 be waiting for a chance at my first flight. So yeah, I went where the jobs were, fucking sue me. I've got a degree from MIT and spent 18 months helping design environmental systems for the Galactica Heavy Lifter rocket that's getting us to Mars, so spare me your cave-man misogynist opinion on my looks. I'm an orbital long-haul specialist, and I was on a resupply run to Gateway when those scaly freaks zapped my ship and fucking kidnapped me!”



“Huh...” Grant said. “Well, all I did was bang a stripper in my pickup truck on the side of a road and lay a beating on some angry aliens with probes. Looks like you wasted your money on that fancy education... we both ended up in the same place.”



For a moment he thought she was going to hit him, then a slow, sad laugh crept out of her. She exhaled slowly. “I can’t believe this is real. Actual alien life. I’ve been abducted like a… like a redneck.”



“Yeah, it's a real honor. They even gave us the deluxe honeymoon suite.”



Alice glanced down at their entangled limbs and quickly tried distancing herself with professional coldness, succeeding in absolutely nothing to but rubbing her bare thighs against his groin even more.



“You don’t have to be gross about it.”



“I wasn’t until you started grinding.”



“Oh my God.”



“Look,” he growled, “I'm not trying anything, alright? Believe me, the last thing I want right now is to get punched in the throat while spooning. I'm a little more concerned about spending my life in some alien hell.”



She was quiet. Her face softened just slightly. “Right. Sorry.”



A pause.



“Thanks for trying to get us out of that gallery back there,” she said stiffly.



“Didn’t exactly work.”



“No. But it was a good try. Soooo… thank you.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “That hurt to say, didn’t it?”



“Fine, fuck you then. You want to know the truth? If you hadn’t acted like a goddam crazy person, I might have been able to talk to them. Explain. Maybe they’d realize we’re not threats. That we’re
 people.
 ”



“Fat chance...”



“But no!” she yelled. “First contact with other intelligent life in the universe and you
 rip a guys arm out of its socket
 !”



“Hey, I didn’t survive dead-end jobs, bar fights, and that crap hole in Nebraska just to be some alien’s science project. I put the beats to them because that’s what I do when someone tries to box me in. Someone tries to lock me down, I push harder.”



“This is intelligent life! You don’t punch it in the face! You negotiate.”



Grant snorted. “Lady, if you think you can negotiate with this zoo full of Saturday morning cartoon villains, you haven’t been paying attention. These guys aren’t exactly Captain Kirk, exploring brave new worlds and making first contact.”



“How can you possibly know that?”



“They’re rent-a-cops!” He shouted. “I don't know if you noticed but these things are basically bounty hunters, not some diplomatic mission!”



“Still...”



“No,” Grant snapped. “We’re not dealing with the best and brightest. We’re a paycheck. Walking meat with a commission code. They don’t care if we’re diplomats, criminals, or circus clowns.”



Alice looked at him. Silent again. Less shocked this time. More… thoughtful.



They lay there, half-breath apart, listening to the air recycler rattle.



 



***



 



After that she refused to talk to him. With nothing better to do but try
 not
 to get an erection as the girl turned her back and smashed her round backside against his groin, Grant eventually drifted back into sleep.



His subconscious bubbled up.



The dream started like a vintage film reel dipped in warm honey. Grant was a kid again... except not really. He could feel it wasn’t quite his skin he was in, but it felt right anyway. He was ten, maybe eleven, walking between two tall grownups holding his hands and swinging like he didn’t have a care in the world. A woman’s laugh... his mom?... echoed off steel girders and museum glass.



They were at a science museum, shiny and patriotic. Not some budget roadside cryptid exhibit with laminated posters of the Loveland Frogman... this place had the
 real
 stuff. One whole wing dedicated to Earth’s golden space age, complete with gleaming satellites and a retired Apollo capsule under thick plexi. Grant stared into it, nose almost pressed to the glass, imagining what it’d be like to sit in that thing and leave Earth behind.



Then everything lurched.



Dreams have rules, until they don’t. Now Grant was inside the capsule... except it wasn’t vintage. This was sleek, clean, too modern. The kind of cockpit you’d expect to find in a billionaire’s penis-rocket, not a museum piece. Lights blinked. Alarms howled. The synthetic voice of a ship’s computer calmly stated:
 “Collision imminent. Object unidentified.”



He turned his head. Through the porthole: a cigar-shaped UFO bearing down at impossible speed. Too fast. Too bright. Too real...



WHAM.



Grant jolted awake. Heart thumping. Mouth dry. The isocube’s padded floor stuck to his back like a vinyl chair on a hot summer day. The small light panel glowed faintly blue, pulsing like an off-brand meditation app. And curled up against his side, arm draped over his chest and one bare leg tangled over his thigh, was the sleeping redhead.



Alice
 , he reminded himself.



Her breath tickled his neck. The soft big curves of her tits pressed against his chest, bare hip flashing the curve of her waist and a faded tattoo of Baby Yoda holding a light saber.



He could see her eyeballs ping-ponging back and forth under her eyelids as she was dreaming. Her lips parted, murmuring something like, “no, don’t take it…” before she twitched, brow furrowed, and jolted awake.



Seeing Grant pressed tight against her she let out a yell and shoved, succeeding in separating them by a quarter inch, tops, before both were pressed to the sides of the coffin. “What the hell?”



Grant grunted. “Morning, Sunshine. You were using me like a body pillow.”



She shoved his arm. “Don’t flatter yourself. I woke up and you were grabbing my ass in your sleep” She glanced down at her leg overtop of his. Then blinked. “Oh.”



“Yeah. That’s
 your
 hand, coppertop.”



Alice pulled it back like it had touched lava. Her face was redder than her hair. “Sorry. I had a dream. A bad one.”



Grant sat up, stretching. “Same. Weird one. Felt real.”



She pressed the back of her arm over her eyes as if she was trying to block out the memory, suddenly quiet. “What a fucking nightmare...”



He sighed casually. “What was it about?”



“Forget it... nobody wants to hear about someone else's dream... that's like hearing someone talk about filling in their tax forms.”



“Yeah well...” Grant said. “Not like I've got any other entertainment. Go on.”



She sighed. Frowned. “I was a kid... In a... trailer park. You know, the kind where the porch lights are duct-taped to broomsticks and the neighborhood kids played chicken with busted-out shopping carts. My mom had just pawned our food vouchers for cigarettes... and my stepdad caught me stealing snacks from his stash.”



Grant felt a twinge of unease. “What did you steal?” he asked, mouth gone dry.



“Not even anything good... just instant ramen.”



No fucking way...



“Anyway, the bastard beat the shit out of me... Used a cable cord.”



Grant stared at her. Cold trickled down his spine.



“What?” she said.



“Did he say it built character?” he asked numbly.



Alice’s mouth dropped open. “But... how would you know that? I never said...”



He slowly turned his shoulder, pulling back his shirt collar. There, faded and jagged, was an old scar. “Because that wasn’t your dream,” Grant said, frowning. “That was a memory... 
 mine
 .”



“Th-that's not possible,” she said, looking horrified.



“Alice... we're on an alien spaceship... maybe start adjusting your set about what's possible.”



She leaned her head back against the soft wall and exhaled slowly. “What the hell kind of box is this?” She looked stricken. “Some kind of torture device?”



“I... don't think so.” he said.



“That... that was horrific,” she said, shuddering. “I never want to feel that again! What makes you think this isn't some machine designed to punish us? You know? Make us relive bad memories.”



Grant ground his teeth and finally managed to ask. “You ever see an Appollo rocket... when you were little?”



“Rocket?” she asked, confused. “No, the first rocket I saw up close was the prototype re-lander Sirius 2 series at... no... wait... I did, once… when I was I kid...”



Grant nodded. “At a museum, right? Smithsonian, I think. Apollo capsule. Mom had curly brown hair. Dad had a mustache like a 1970s detective.”



“How did you know...” she gasped and stopped when she realized what had happened. She whispered, “My mom. My dad. That was my memory.”



“Whatever this thing is, the only torture it has is whatever we bring in with us,” he said softly.



Silence. They stared at each other in the glow of the iso-cube’s mood lighting. A trickle of condensation slid down the wall like it was trying to escape the awkward.



The blue glow from the wall panel had dimmed to something that could only be described as “budget intimacy setting.” Grant lay on his side, his knees knocking against Alice’s, their shared breathing turning the air hot and sour.



They’d been silent for a while. Not hostile. Just exhausted.



Then Alice said, softly, “You still awake?”



Grant snorted. “Kinda hard to sleep with someone breathing in my ear like a teacup Darth Vader.”



She chuckled... surprising both of them. “Guess there are worse people to be locked in a coffin with.”



“You say that now. Wait until I get gassy.”



Another chuckle. Softer this time. It felt like truce-level laughter. Progress.



They were quiet again for a few seconds, then she asked, “So... that fight back in the gallery. You tore those things apart like tissue.”



“You didn't do too badly yourself and you're half my size.”



“Yeah...” she said thoughtfully. “You tore one of their arms off.”



Grant stared at the ceiling a few inches above his face. Not exactly proud but not about to deny who he was. “Some sonofabitch gets in my way, one way or another he's moving.”



“You some kind of special forces? MMA champion?”



“Not unless you count tequila and poor impulse control as special training,” Grant said. “I have a bit of a... problem with authority, you might say. Usually gets me in trouble.”



“Yeah, you're too good looking to be a mixed martial arts fighter.”



He had to turn to look for her smile to make sure she was joking. So there was a little sense of humor buried in there somewhere after all...



“I've taken a few beatings in my day, there's always some guy tougher out there...” he trailed off.



“But not these guys?” she suggested.



“I don’t think I’m any tougher than I was a day ago. I think these lizards are just... breakable. Like foam insulation with anger issues. I mean… you hit them, did they seem tough to you? You're what? Five eight? Buck twenty-five?”



“Five nine and 135. You want my bra size too?”



“Eh,” he looked. “I'm guessing 34B.”



Not huge, but a decent size. And they were a nice pert shape. She was staring at him with an open mouth, and he just shrugged.



“My last girlfriend was an exotic dancer... spent a lot of time at the club and let me tell you, cup size is a science there – it’s practically a crystal ball on how much money they'll make.”



“Great.”



“You've got a fantastic pair,” he said, hoping he hadn't insulted her. “Real moneymakers if this whole astronaut thing doesn't work out.”



“I'm glad you approve,” she just shook her head.



“Anyway, I think these aliens are just lightweights.”



“Seriously? You think humans are just tougher?”



“Hey, I watch the nature channel. Humans evolved to the top of the food chain for a reason. Besides, if you bred Earth cops for six generations in a zero-gravity Chuck E. Cheese, they’d get soft too.”



Alice grinned in the half-light. “Jesus. You talk like we’re superheroes.”



“We’re not superheroes. We're just the only species dumb enough to wrestle a bear over beer money.”



She snorted. “Okay, fair.”



 



***



 









Chapter 7
    
 
: Naked and Afraid




 



Now that her panties weren't in a knot on a constant basis, Alice was almost fun to talk to. Grant sighed. “Hey... you ever hear the term ‘necroplanet’?”



She shifted laying against him and he reminded himself this was not the time or place to get excited. “Yeah. Twice. Once when they tagged us. Then again when those guards were bitching about assignments.”



“Same. Watcha think it means?”



Alice shrugged. “I mean, 'necro' anything isn’t exactly giving me warm fuzzies. Maybe a planet full of corpses?”



“Or undead. Saw a movie about a planet turned humans to vampires. Wouldn’t put it past this place to have a zombie moon stashed away.”



“Unlikely,” Alice snorted. “I think it’s fairly safe to say that the undead are scientifically impossible.”



Quiet again. She shrugged. “Could be a quarantine zone. Like, some planet where everyone’s gone nuts, or mutated, or had their organs repossessed.”



“You really know how to paint a picture.”



“I watch a lot of movies.”



They lapsed into silence again.



“So tell me what happens in this vampire movie,” she sighed. “Anything to pass the time.”



Now that they were getting friendly Grant could think of one or two other things they could do that were more fun… but then on the other hand... he wasn't much in the mood either.



“It’s from the sixties. I think it was one of those Italian scifi movies. Anyway, two ships are exploring this planet and then the crew start to go crazy and try to kill each other and the ships crash –”



He took his time going over the whole thing and when he was finished, he was getting a cramp. She must've noticed because she shifted.



“You can stretch out a bit if you need to,” she said softly. “Not a lot of room for a guy your size in here. I'm not going to freak out.”



“Thanks.”



Grant shifted into a comfortable position on his back and that left her curled up against him, head on his chest. Both of them tried not to notice how her body was pressed against him. She made no move to pull away.



“So,” he said. “Tell me about yourself. What's it like being an astronaut?”



“I guess its pretty much like any other tech job, except sometimes I get strapped to the end of a rocket and fly into space. Could’ve gone NASA. Had the scores, the hours, the letters. But Space Y had faster contracts. Private sector. More risk, more reward.”



“What's Mask like?”



She thought about it. “I met Elton during my training rotation. He gave me a speech about how humans were meant to conquer the stars, not write essays about them.”



“Did he take off his aviators?” he asked about the signature cool guy sunglasses the tech nerd always wore.



She chuckled. “Nope. He was wearing a beret and aviators. Indoors.”



“Sounds legit.”



Alice laughed. “I mean, its hard not to be enthusiastic about going into space. I always wanted to be in space. Since I was little...”



“Since that day in the museum?”



She got quiet. “Yeah. While other girls were making out behind the gym, I was calculating thrust-to-mass ratios.”



“Nerd.”



“Hardcore. No time for boyfriends. Not when you’re gunning for first seat on a Mars-bound fusion glider. Imagine my shock to find out all I needed was a GED and a suspicious stain on my truck seat.”



She laughed again... actually laughed. Real amusement. The kind that said, for the first time, she didn’t see him as a complete idiot.



“Well, in case you didn't notice you're now the first astronaut to make it way past Mars,” he said. “You beat everyone else. Congratulations.”



She was quiet so long he thought he had insulted her. “Thanks,” she whispered. ”So why are
 you
 here?” she asked.



“Funny story. You know those charges they tagged you with? Aiding a triple homicide, assault on officers, destruction of a police vehicle?”



Her smile faded. “Yes.”



“That’s on me. Sorry.”



Her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”



“I think
 they
 think you were trying to help me. They had my truck in a tractor beam when you crashed into their ship.”



He tried to imagine what Earth cops would do if someone rammed a patrol car while they were trying to arrest a murder suspect.



“So that stuff about murder... that's a mistake, right?”



“Oh no, that part they got right. I straight up killed three of them. Four of these fuckers paralyzed me and my girlfriend; it was self-defense. Things escalated. Like, a lot.”



“Great,” she muttered. “I was just a bystander!”



“You've never been in trouble with the law before, have you? It's called guilt by proximity.”



Alice stared at him. He braced for the verbal explosion.



But instead she sighed. “Of course. My luck.”



“Look, I’m not proud of it. But I appreciate the help. Didn't work, but you had my back, and I won't forget it.”



She rolled her eyes. “You’re welcome, I guess.”



Another long pause. The isocube’s vents kicked in with a sound like a farting accordion.



“So,” Grant said finally. “You think this thing’s gonna let us out anytime soon?”



“How would I know?”



Grant shifted again, this time deliberately closer. “Then we better start working the problem.”



Alice blinked. “What problem?”



“Getting out of here. Figuring out where we are. Finding out what a necroplanet is. And maybe, just maybe, making it out of this alien discount prison without getting turned into lizard chow.”



 



***



 



It was impossible to measure time. Minutes. Hours. Maybe days. There was no way to tell. The glowing wall panel dimmed and brightened in randomized cycles like a moody lava lamp on antidepressants.



At irregular intervals, two thin plastic tubes would slither down from the ceiling like mechanical tapeworms... one delivering lukewarm water, the other extruding a thick stream of brown nutritional sludge with the texture of melted drywall and the color of brownie mix. They ignored the sludge. Drank the water.



The water had a sharp, metallic tang, like licking a 9-volt battery wrapped in aluminum foil. It left a weird film on the tongue and a faint fizz in the sinuses that made it feel like brushing your teeth with carbonated soup. But it was wet, and wet was survival.



Grant had long ago learned to be comfortable alone with the thoughts in his head – whether it was working forestry, night security guard, or hanging off the top of a windmill 500 feet in the air, he kinda preferred his own company.



So after a while in the coffin Grant had gone into conservation mode... minimal movement, steady breathing, focus on anything other than how his limbs were falling asleep one by one. He’d even started counting the holes in the perforated metal plate of the air vent. He’d lost count around 800.



Alice, apparently, did not do so well with the isolation. At first, she kept it together. She did stretches. Counted rivets. Talked about astronaut training and sleep cycles like this was some kind of cramped team-building exercise. By the fourth period of waking up still inside the coffin, she’d run out of easy banter and was muttering to herself.



Then not long after that she lost it.



He woke up to her pounding her fists and screaming at the hatch door above their heads.



“HEY!” she shouted, pounding on the hatch with the meat of her fist. “SOMEONE OPEN THIS MOTHERFUCKING DOOR BEFORE I MURDER EVERY MOTHERFUCKING LAST ONE OF YOU!”



Her elbow collided with Grant’s ribs.



“Ow. Friendly fire.”



“Ungh,” she grunted, still angry. Then banged again.



“OPEN!”



“You really think yelling’s gonna work? We’ve tried yelling. We’ve tried sarcasm. I even tried prayer.”



She was seething mad. “I... am not... going to die in here,” she said suddenly. Her voice was hoarse. Flat.



Grant rolled his head to look at her. Her eyes were wild. Her breath shallow. She was sweating. Not from fear. From frustration. The kind that burns through patience like acid on tinfoil.



He reached out to touch her arm. “Hey. We’re not gonna die. I mean, sure, we might end up in space Gitmo forever, but we’re not dead yet.”



She slapped his hand away. “Don’t patronize me.”



“Whoa. Easy. Just trying to help.”



“You think I’ve been floating around up in space serving people coffee? I’ve done EVA with actual goddamn vacuum on all sides, fixing a coolant leak with ammonia spraying past my face. One suit puncture, one wrong move, and my body’s just another orbiting relic.”



She paused and slammed a fist against the wall. “I’ve caught cargo ships with a robotic arm the size of a bus, while matching speed with a projectile flying 17,000 miles an hour. No brakes. No second chances. You want pressure? Try aligning docking clamps while Space Command reads you telemetry delays and the whole crew’s counting on you not to screw up. We had a short in the oxygen system once. Alarms blaring. Smelled burnt metal. We were one fire away from becoming a story Mask politely avoids in public interviews. And we fixed it. I
 fixed
 it.”



She turned to him, leaning in aggressively, jaw clenched. ”So don’t you dare look at me like I’m just cargo with a pulse. I don’t need a guy talking to me like I’m a housewife who lost her cat.”



Grant blinked. “Wasn’t saying you were scared. Just looked like... “



“I’m not scared.”



“Copy that, Ripley.”



She crossed her arms. Bit her lip. Wiggled. Twitched. Let out a quiet whimper.



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Okay. You’re definitely squirming. What the fuck is going on?”



“Nothing.”



“C’mon. You're anxious as a dog on the wrong side of the door.”



Alice groaned into her hands. “God. Damn. It.”



Grant stared. Then realization hit him like a low-rent epiphany. “Wait. You gotta hit the restroom, don’t you?”



She didn’t answer. That was answer enough.



He tried not to laugh. He really did. But it started in his chest and rolled up his throat.



“Don’t. You. Dare,” she growled.



“Well, is it number one or number two?” he laughed.



“God I fucking hate you.”



“Hey, I’m not judging! Honestly, I was wondering when you’d bring it up. I've been holding it in since back around hour two.”



Her face twisted in horror. “You didn’t.”



“Of course not. There’s no can in here. Unless that humming panel doubles as a vacuum urinal. So what do you say we both just let fly and call it a win.”



She was silent for a long time. Then, through clenched teeth: “Turn around. No looking. No jokes. Not a goddamn word.”



Grant threw a hand over his eyes like a melodramatic theater kid. “Cross my heart.”



They both awkwardly shuffled to roll onto their sides, facing away from each other. Then a tense silence followed by the quietest, most miserable-sounding stream in the galaxy.



“Oh god, that's the stuff!” he groaned in relief as he sent a hot bladder blast loose.



“I said no talking!” she almost yelled.



Alice sighed like her soul was leaving her body. Grant finished first and then he could hear a long... long... liquid patter against the plastic cushion. It kept going so long Grant couldn't help but snicker.



“Don’t say it,” she said immediately.



“Didn’t say anything.”



“Don’t
 think
 it either.”



“Too late.”



It finally trickled off but then they had a new problem. It wasn't going anywhere. Warm at first and quickly cooling all under them.



“What kind of shitty spaceship doesn't have a waste recycler?” Alice yelled in outrage.



“Maybe they don't pee.”



“Everything pees.”



“Not desert animals... not much. They conserve all their moisture. I watch nature channel, remember?”



“Would you shut the fuck up! I just got golden-showered by a mass murderer in a metal fart-coffin!”



Shit... she'd noticed.



“Thought I didn't notice, didn't you!” she yelled.



Before the mood could curdle any further, the ceiling let out a joyful
 bing
 and a chirpy voice crackled through hidden speakers:



“Congratulations, residents! You’ve successfully initiated Sanitation Protocol Zeta-Five, sponsored by CleanCore™... because dignity is optional but hygiene is mandatory! Please remain still as we blast your bodies with industrial-grade cleansing mist and strip away the shame of your organic failures! CleanCore™: Because nothing says ‘fresh start’ like bio-disinfectant and trauma.”



Then a series of nozzles popped from the wall and hosed them both with an icy blast. Like the interior was being flooded.



“GAHH!” Alice shrieked.



“Oh shit!” Grant shouted, curling up as the spray nailed him from all sides and a few delicate angles. It went on a full ten seconds before shutting off with a snap. But at least a drain opened and the water was evacuated.



The isocube lit up with blinking lights and a cheerful chime: “
 Sanitation protocol complete. Thank you for choosing CleanCore™ Automated Bio-Hygiene Systems. Sanity is just a spray away!™”



They were soaked. Cold. Trembling. Alice looked traumatized. Soaking wet, pale skin looking translucent in the blue light. Grant’s shirt clung to him like plastic wrap on a meatloaf.



“Fuck you,” she hissed either to him or the CleanCore system. She buried her face in his chest with a groan. “God I want to die.”



“Can’t. We’re prisoners. Probably against policy.”



The coffin wasn't getting any warmer and a stiff blast of air filled it, drying out the water. Grant could feel his body temperature dropping. Had to be worse for Alice who was half his size. He awkwardly peeled off his wet clothes.



“W-what are you doing?” she asked, teeth chattering.



“Avoiding hypothermia.”



Then without warning Alice was clinging to him. Entire slender form wrapped on his for as much surface area as possible. “Body heat. Don’t make it weird.”



“Too late,” he whispered through chattering teeth.



And they huddled there, half-naked, soaked, and miserable.



He'd had worse first dates.



The cube was quiet. Too quiet. That was the thing about being sprayed head to toe with sanitizing frost juice in a coffin-sized panic box... it sucked all the rage right out of you and replaced it with cold, damp misery.



Grant lay on his back, Alice curled up against him, both of them shivering like dollar store toys on low battery. The silence stretched.



Then her breath hitched.



“Hey,” he said softly. “You okay?”



No answer. Just a tiny sound. A sniff.



“Alice?”



She trembled, not from cold. Her hands gripped him tight. He looked down.



She was crying. No drama. No sobbing. Just quiet tears leaking down her cheeks like the pressure valve had finally given out. She buried her face against his chest like she didn’t want to be seen.



Grant wrapped his arms around her without saying anything. Just held on.



She cried for a while. It wasn’t sexy. The real snot-bubble, ugly-cry crying. Eventually, the storm ran out. She wiped her eyes on his shirt and muttered, “Shit. Sorry.”



“What for?”



“Crying. I hate crying. Every time you cry around a guy, they start acting like you’re breakable. Like you’re made of glass.”



He felt her jaw tense against his ribs.



“I put up with so much crap in the Space Y pilot program. Had to work twice as hard, jump through hoops, smile when they called me sweetheart. The minute you crack, they use it as proof that you can’t handle the job.”



Grant gave her a squeeze. “Cry all you want. You’re not weak. You’re just a person stuck in a tin can with a sarcastic drifter and zero bathrooms. Frankly, I’d be worried if you
 weren’t
 crying.”



She didn’t say anything.



Then he added, “But, like, maybe not
 too
 much. Or else they’ll spray us again. I still got ice cubes on my nips.”



That got a watery chuckle.



“Gets much colder in here my foreskin is gonna snap off,” he added. That got a burst of near-hysterical laughter.



She pulled back just enough to look at him. Her eyes were red and puffy, her nose runny. And then, with zero warning, she leaned in and kissed him.



It wasn’t a peck. It wasn’t a makeout session either. It was one of those weird, searching kisses. The kind where you’re not sure who started it or why, but the pressure just demanded a release.



When she pulled back, her eyes darted away. “Shit. Forget it. That was dumb. I’m just... I’ve been under a lot of mental stress.”



Grant blinked. “Right. Totally. Emotional overflow valve. Classic.”



She nodded quickly. “Exactly. Stress. Nothing else.”



“Got it.”



They went quiet again. She rested her head back on his chest.



He stared at the ceiling, smug little grin spreading on his face.



Yeah. That wasn’t just stress.



 



***



 



It went on. Darkness. Silence. Tighty-whiteys chafing because they couldn't completely dry out.



Grant had no idea how long they’d been inside the isocube. Could’ve been a few hours. Could’ve been an entire fiscal quarter. He’d stopped trying to count the light pulses and just settled into a vague semi-conscious state, drifting in and out of sleep with Alice curled up beside him.



It was the quiet that woke him. Not a noise...
 the absence
 of one. A sudden dead stillness that made his instincts sit bolt upright like a dog that just heard the can opener.



Then the hatch over their heads clanged open.



Light. Blinding. White and hostile. Grant flinched, shielding his face.



A pair of lizard guards reached in and grabbed Alice by the shoulders like she was carry-on luggage. She went from drowsy to berserker in half a heartbeat.



“HEY!” she shouted, kicking wildly as they yanked her up. “Get your fucking hands off me!”



Grant surged forward, tried to follow, and got a blast of one the stun prods in the chin. His whole body spasmed, his muscles turned into boiled ham.



He grunted. But didn’t go down.



He growled.



“What the hell?” one of the guards screeched in panic, jabbing the prod again. Grant swung a fist and cracked it across the guard’s chest, sending him into the far wall.



The second one pulled out a stunray. Grant took it full in the chest.



Then another.



Then three more.



He collapsed half out of the coffin hatch. Body numb and heart skipping like a bad dubstep track. He couldn’t defend himself from the next punishing jabs of stun rods into the back of his head. Then they shoved him back inside the coffin.



Then he heard something... faint, distant, but unmistakable.



Screaming.



Fighting.



Not hers. Theirs.



Guards yelling. Something crashing. Then the unmistakable wet thud of alien bones getting pulped.



It was Alice. She was fighting back. He grinned, even as his body shut down. She was doing to them what he would’ve done. Breaking bones. Tossing lizards. Refusing to be some passive lab rat in the galaxy’s most sadistic vending machine.



But even badasses run out of steam. The screams turned to groans. Then fizzing stunray blasts. Too many.



And then her voice. Hoarse. But still clear.



“Don’t worry, grant! I’m gonna find a way! I’m not leaving you behind!”



The hatch slammed shut. He was alone for real.



His breath came hard. Sharp. Body trembling as it recovered. The floor pulsed beneath him like a heartbeat. He pressed his face into the padding and tried to stay calm.



Of course they took her.



The only other human in... hell, who knew how far. And not just any human...
 her
 . Feisty, angry, no-bullshit Alice who kicked as hard as she talked.



Face it... not everyday you meet a woman who'll pee in front of you...



He forced himself to breathe. In. Out. Again. Calm. The coffin quiet around him. He stared up at the ceiling, stunned. Not from the weapons. From
 what she said
 . Somebody wanted to save him. How long had it been since anyone ever wanted to protect him? He smiled, even as the world tilted sideways again. Goddamn.



It had been a long time since anyone gave a shit.



At first, Grant tried to keep track of time.



The feeding tube came down like clockwork. Bland sludge. Baby-food with the texture of drywall and the flavor profile of cream of wheat.



He didn’t touch it the first two times. Pride. Stubbornness. Dumbassery.



By the third time, pride lost. He slurped it down like lukewarm despair pudding.



He made scratch marks in his mind. One for each feeding; it was lukewarm, gritty, and tasted like oatmeal filtered through gym socks and old pennies. Every bite clung to the back of his throat. He told himself it was food. It
 had
 to be food. Not shampoo. Not recycled bio-waste. Not some kind of alien liquified protein bar made from ground-up ex-inmates. Just food. Probably.



Guessing two feedings per day... if this hellhole used days at all... he figured he’d been in the cube for three Earth days. Maybe four. Or five. Time was an alien joke now. Told without punchlines.



The worst part? He missed Alice. Not just her face or her curves or the way the feel of her naked body kept him pleasantly distracted. He missed her
 presence
 . Her
 being there
 . Having someone human to talk to.



Eventually, the little panel in the coffin dinged.



“Congratulations, meat unit! You’ve reached Cleanliness Cycle 3! Prepare to be decontaminated for potential public viewing. CleanCore™... because mold is not a personality!”



Grant barely had time to groan before the frosty jet blast hit him like a drive-through car wash. When the mist cleared, the hatch opened. Three guards. All armed. One already holding a stunray like a guy holding a leash on a rabid hyena.



“Prisoner, Garnt N9-000001,” one shouted.



“It's 'Grant',” he muttered, spitting out water.



“You cause trouble,” one grunted. “You go back in.”



Grant blinked at them, soaking wet and freezing. He raised both hands. “Scout’s honor.”



They looked unconvinced. One gestured him forward. He climbed out. Stretched his back. Cracked his knuckles. Then punched the nearest guard in the throat. The guard dropped like a sack of discount meat, spasming on the ground, spacesuit heels kicking the floor. The others panicked and opened fire with their stunrays.



Grant dropped to one knee as the volts hit. Chest burning. Muscles jerking. He tried to push forward, but the floor swam under him.



One of the guards kicked him in the ribs. Another zapped him again, for good measure.



He groaned. Didn’t black out. Just lay there, twitching.



Despite what they’d said, the guards didn’t shove him back in the isocube. Instead, they dragged him towards the door.



Behind them, the duty officer behind the glass hit his comm unit. “MedPod, this is Iso-Cube Unit Three. Officer down in the block... repeat, officer down. Level 3 cranial trauma from prisoner contact. Request immediate bio-stasis evac and a decontamination team. We've got plasma on the deck and a high-threat inmate en route to central processing.”



The voice on the other end crackled back something unintelligible, followed by a cheery jingle:
 “OmniHealth... Because your skull’s not gonna re-fuse itself!”



“Captain wants him alive,” one of Grant’s captors said. “No repeats.”



Grant’s vision fuzzed, but a single thought took root and refused to die:



Whatever’s next... it’s probably gonna be worse.



 



***









Chapter 8
    
 
: Fresh Fish




 



Grant wasn’t sure if he was drooling or bleeding. Maybe both. His chin was wet, his vision kept tilting sideways, and every nerve in his body was crackling like bacon in a microwave.



Halfway down the corridor, one of the guards barked, “Hold up. Get this one a 'Hot Sauce Special.'“



The group paused at a vending station embedded in the wall, where a touchscreen flickered between options like “Standard Submissive,” “Probation Pink,” and “Redline Restraint Wear.” The guard selected a flashing icon labeled
 “Extremely Kinetic – Handle With Force”
 .



A chute hissed open and spat out a yellow prison uniform with reinforced handles on the back. They stripped off Grant’s white shirt and shorts, tossed them into a nearby incinerator slot, and stuffed him into the new one like they were suiting up a wriggling turkey.



Then they kept moving.



The four guards hauled him by his new shirt handles, dragging his feet through puddles and across weird rubber-grate flooring that smelled like antiseptic and lizard BO. They came to a stop outside a thick metal hatch the size of a garage door with way too many warning lights on it.



One guard slapped a plastic keycard to a glowing plate on the left. Another did the same on the right. Both readers flashed green.



The door gave a grumpy
 kachunk
 and hissed like a pissed-off espresso machine.



Above the hatch was a sign. At first it was just alien squiggles. But like his ability to understand spoken words, the micronauts translated almost instantly; the alien glyphs wiggling and jumbling into place in Grant's vision.



> General Holding – Species Type 1-3 – Violent Offenders



Well. That sounded promising.



A speaker above the door crackled.



“WELCOME TO ULTRA-GUARD BRAND GENERAL HOLDING,”
 said a cheerful voice that sounded like a cartoon breakfast cereal mascot overdosed on Adderall.
 “Please remain still while our automated intake sequence begins. Ultra-Guard: Where Security Meets Fiscal Prudence™!”



Grant groaned, trying to lift his head.



“NOW PROCESSING: INMATE #N9-000001. SPECIES CLASSIFICATION: TYPE 1. PSYCH RATING: VOLATILE. COMPLIANCE RATING: FAILURE.”



One of the guards hissed. “That’s our boy.”



“PLEASE VERIFY PRISONER GENDER TO PREVENT UNAUTHORIZED BREEDING EVENTS.”



“Male,” one guard said, bored.



“Waste of time,” his buddy grumbled.



Then a third spoke up. “Think so? Didn’t you hear what happened with the hoplite infestation over on that Mandibra rig run by veridians? Didn’t screen properly. Had a whole cell block full babies in three months.”



“NOTED. REPRODUCTIVE RISK: LOW. INMATE GARNT PLEASE ACKNOWEDGE STATEMENT OF UNDERSTANDING.”



A scrolling screen of tiny text was projected in the air in front of him. Grant let out a wet gurgle.



“PRISONER HAS ACKNOWLEDGED INTAKE RIGHTS.”



Grant twitched.



“THANK YOU FOR CHOOSING ULTRA-GUARD! THIS UNIT OPERATES UNDER LICENSING AGREEMENT #988-D-WOEZ FOR AUTONOMOUS INMATE OVERSIGHT, PAROLE-PROTOCOL ENFORCEMENT, AND SPORK DISTRIBUTION. FOR QUESTIONS OR TO FILE A COMPLAINT, PLEASE PRESS YOUR FACE AGAINST ANY WALL PANEL AND SCREAM INTO THE VOID.”



Grant was pretty sure his micronaut translators weren’t working properly...



The doors opened. A corridor lined with reinforced doors and flickering green sensors pulsed like a disco. The guards hauled Grant inside and dropped him.



One guard cracked his knuckles. Punched Grant in the stomach.  “Welcome to Genpop.”



Grant gurgled again.



“Should we deactivate his squid?”



“This meat popsicle killed 17 guys and put 22 more in medbay. Leave it on and let him rot.”



Going to be a long first day…



Grant lay facedown on the filthy deck like a dropped hotdog. Every muscle was Jell-O. His skull buzzed like a busted fluorescent bulb. And from the plastic chip attached to his ear, a cheerful chirp sliced through the fog.



BEEP...



“Inmate Garnt N9-000001, you have been placed under confinement to quarters. Please report to cell 27-d for initial processing and compliance briefing. Failure to move may result in privilege reduction or directive intervention.”



Grant groaned. They'd put him in CTQ... disciplinary action where an inmate is kept in their cell except for meals.



BEEP
 ...



“Failure to comply detected. You are now in violation of rule 3(b)... Unresponsive behavior. Please stand by for escalation.”



He tried lifting his head. Nope. Gravity said no. Through supreme effort he managed to speak.



“I... can't... move...”



There was a pause and the ear tracking chip responded.



BEEP
 ...



“Invalid excuse detected. Motor function failure is not a recognized reason for non-compliance. Please upgrade to a functional body model to continue.”



Just as he was considering how to respond, a narrow vent further down the corridor popped open with a
 thwunk
 . Something bright yellow and shiny slithered out.



It was a slug. A big one. Four feet long, glistening, and covered in slime.



“Woooo-wee,” the slug whistled, oozing toward him, eyestalks wobbling. “Look what the intake hose coughed up. Fresh fish on the floor. Been a while since we had new blood with pecs like yours.”



Grant stared. “Please tell me you’re a fever dream.”



“Name’s Bondo. You can call me Big Daddy.”



Bondo slithered onto his back. Full body contact. It was like being hugged by a sentient weighted blanket.



“I gotcha, sweetheart. I know what it’s like. First day’s always the hardest. Don’t worry, Bondo gonna keep you safe. You just stick with me. I’ll get you extra rations. Protect you from the big uglies.”



Grant gritted his teeth. “Listen up, Dumptruck. I am
 not
 fresh meat. You don’t want to eyeball me like that. I used to work in a place like this. I’ve seen stuff. I
 am
 stuff. You think I’m gonna be your slug-wife, you got the wrong mammal.”



Bondo giggled. “Aw, don’t be shy now. Look... I even got a present for ya.”



A moist
 pop
 sound followed, and a glistening fleshy horn sprouted from Bondo’s forehead like a birthday candle from hell.



“You like what you see? I’m an expressive type. That’s my best side.”



Grant groaned. He had no way of knowing for sure but was almost certain that was its dick…



“Most of us slugs got our stuff up top. It’s efficient. You don’t even have to bend over to say hi.”



As Bondo continued sweet-talking him like a horse whisperer made of mucus, Grant realized he was getting coated in something thick and fruity-smelling. Probably slug pheromones. Possibly lubricant.



“C’mon now,” Bondo purred. “You just relax. Let me rub your feet. I know you can’t feel ‘em yet, but I do massage therapy... Whole-body packages available. First one's free.”



Grant started mentally preparing to bite his own tongue off and bleed out from spite when a shadow fell across them.



A third voice said: “Is this the standard welcome procedure now, or just something special for today's guest?”



Finally. Salvation. Or at least a new problem with different fluids.



The newcomer strolled into the hallway like it was a spa lounge instead of the ass end of a prison ship. Skinny, pale, and way too calm, he wore a prison jumpsuit that was radioactive banana yellow like Grant’s and about two sizes too big. An electronic collar blinked around his neck like a party favor you didn’t want. Shaggy dark hair half hid his face; he looked a bit like an emo teenager.



Grant was flooded with recognition. He knew this guy… recognised the collar. The same guy who had been released from the isocubes to make room for Grant and Alice.



“You…” he whispered.



The new guy looked at Bondo with a faint smile. “Huh. Thought you were locked up in CTQ, Bondo.”



Bondo slid half-off Grant and made a show of lounging across his back. “Ain’t no cell built that can hold this slug. You know how it is, sweetheart. I just purge some water weight and slide right on out of whatever sized pipe I can find.”



The slug slapped Grant's ass. “Love finds a way.”



“You're disgusting.”



The slug caressed Grant’s shoulder. “We were having a moment. Can’t you see we’re in love?”



The newcomer ignored that. “I’ve got a deal to offer.”



Bondo made a wet, dismissive noise. “Don’t want your deals, don’t want your curse stink washing off on me. Slug business is slug business. Buzz off.”



The newcomer tilted his head. “Offer wasn’t for you, tub of goo. It’s for the meat puppet under you.”



Grant felt a moment of hope.



Bondo reared up slightly, eyes narrowing. “You better back off, necklace-boy, before I paint this hallway with your guts.”



“What kind of deal?” Grant mumbled with one cheek smushed to the floor.



The newcomer looked at him. Calm. Controlled. “Unless you want to spend the rest of your life as Slimezilla’s bunk bunny, you’ll owe me a favor. I get you out of this, and you remember who helped you. Simple.”



Grant grimaced. He knew this dance. Favor today, debt tomorrow, shiv in the ribs next week. Classic prison pyramid scheme. But it wasn’t like he had a lot of options. And the slug was starting to squeeze his ass cheeks.



“Deal.”



The slim figure nodded slightly then turned to the slug. “You heard him... he's mine now.”



Bondo scoffed. “Salt you, fuckin spoonbender. You can’t do anything with that necklace on. What’re you gonna do?”



The newcomer’s smile sharpened. “Oh,
 I’m
 not doing anything.”



He flicked his wrist. A small syringe he'd been palming shot from his hand like a dart. It nailed the squid thing on Grant’s neck dead-on.



The organic restraint system gave a squeal.



Grant gasped. Like a breaker flipped. Pain and numbness fell off his body like a dropped tarp. His fingers twitched. His toes moved. He flexed his jaw.



He
 moved
 .



Bondo blinked. “Wait, what...”



Grant grabbed what he thought might be the slug’s thick rubbery neck in both hands and
 squeezed
 . Slime shot out. The slug flailed.



“You’re squishier than you look,” Grant grunted, tightening his grip.



Bondo yelped and wriggled, slipping free like a bar of wet soap. Grant grabbed for the eyestalks and instead wrapped his fist around the thick dripping horn on its forehead... and
 yanked
 .



Bondo screamed.



The appendage tore free with a wet
 POP
 , leaving behind a blast radius of mucus and one very shrieking slug. It retreated in reverse at full panic speed, leaving a trail of goop and curses as he slipped back into the vent like a bad memory.



Grant dropped the twitching pseudopod, breathing hard. “Yeah,” he muttered. “That’s what I thought.”



Grant stood over a smear of slug mucus and twitching nerve-pod, breathing hard and still tasting metal in the back of his throat. Reached up and peeled off the squid on his neck before dropping it beside the slug’s missing dick. He turned to the newcomer, the yellow-jumpsuited, collar-wearing, not-quite-right pretty boy who had just flipped the power switch back on in his spine.



“You gonna tell me what the hell just happened, or do I owe you a drink first?” Grant said, flexing his fingers. Relief was flooding his system – escaping the slug’s marriage proposal only slightly more important than seeing another human.



The kid has long dark lashes, blue eyes, and a slender frame. If he was being honest Grant couldn’t understand why he wasn’t somebody’s girlfriend instead of scaring off giant alien slugs.



He dusted his hands off like this whole thing had been an inconvenience during brunch. “We weren’t introduced the other day. You can call me Merin.” he had a slight British accent.



“Grant. Former truck driver, part-time rage beast, occasional alien slug chiropractor.”



Merin gave a polite nod. “I heard about your arrival. Word got out. Impressive first day.”



Grant squinted at him. “I thought I was the only one here... from Earth I mean. Where you from? England?”



Merin blinked, clearly confused. “Dirt? You mean the Clavicula farm colony in the Cortex Drift?”



“What? No. Earth.
 Earth
 . United States. Pickup trucks. Deep-fried everything.”



“Oh. No. I’m from Tarsus. Fifth planet of Coccyx Major.”



Grant’s eyes narrowed. This was another alien? “But... you look
 human
 .”



Merin tilted his head. “You
 look
 hyumin. I look like a
 Tarsiot
 . Everyone from planet Tarsus looks like me. Standard Type 1… This is the problem with mono-planet upbringing. You start thinking your version of Type 1 is the only one.”



Grant opened his mouth, then paused as Merin casually pushed his shaggy hair back behind one ear... revealing a perfectly pointed, definitely-not-Earth-standard elf ear.



“Fuuuuuck... You’re a space elf. Great. Just great. Fucking alien.”



Merin arched a brow. “I believe that makes
 you
 the alien.”



Grant's head was starting to spin.



Merin shrugged. “Don’t worry. The multiverse is full of upright, bipedal, emotionally unstable species with bilateral symmetry and primitive fire fetishism. You’re more common than you think. Although I'm hoping the rumors are true and you're not
 that
 common.”



Grant rubbed his temple. “You helped me. Why?”



Merin smiled. “Aside from the fact you inadvertently got me released from the isocubes? Because I was curious. They said you were a necroplanet zombie.”



Grant squinted. “I’ve heard that word a few times now:
 necroplanet
 . No one’s explained it. Is it a planet full of dead people?”



“You really don't know? More like planet of
 deadly
 people. Depends on who’s translating,” Merin said. “They said you killed a dozen guards and nearly escaped the ship.”



Grant gave a modest shrug. “It was more like a couple dozen. Me and this redhead. We made it to the ship bay but couldn’t find anything spaceworthy. Figured we’d wing it. Didn’t work out.”



Merin just
 stared
 at him, visibly stunned. “You assaulted two dozen Sleestaks and lived?”



Grant grinned. “I heard them say 17 dead, 22 injured.”



“That’s... absurd. You have no idea how many inmates here wet themselves when a sleestak looks at them wrong. They’re predators. From a class 3 necroplanet.”



“Yeah,” Grant shrugged. “I've seen way tougher alligators in Florida.”



A deep
 BONG
 alarm rang down the corridor. Lights above the doors shifted from red to green. Hydraulic locks disengaged with a chorus of snaps and wheezes.



Merin stepped back instantly. “That’s my cue. Feeding time. I’ll be in touch.”



“Wait... what does that mean?”



Merin just flashed a grin and quickly retreated out of the corridor. Grant looked down at the twitching trail of slime left behind by Bondo, cracked his knuckles.



The chip in his ear chirped back to life:
 “Designated meal period initiated. CTQ non-compliance penalties temporarily suspended for ingestion. Enjoy your nutritional entitlement with gratitude and minimal incident.”



Time to make some friends or throw some punches. Probably both…



 



***



 



The cell doors had all opened, but no one had exited yet so Grant followed the hallway to a big room at the end. He stepped through the pressure door and into what could generously be called the prison commons... tables and chairs bolted to the deck, some big vieo screens along the walls, a few other exits.



And about a minute later the rest of the inmates showed up. They were… aliens… or less generously, the intergalactic petting zoo from hell.



He found a spot against the wall. Took in the crowd.



First wave: near-humans. Too many to count. People who looked mostly Earth-normal until you caught the extra fingers, upside-down irises, gills behind the ears, or skin that shimmered like gasoline on pavement. One guy looked like a bodybuilder version of Bob Ross with tentacle hair. Another had silver eyes and tattoos that pulsed like heartbeat monitors. Another had extra arms growing out of his hips. They came in different colors and sizes – small and green, tall and blue, muscular and purple, grey and flabby… his mind couldn’t absorb it all.



Humans… in space… but aliens…



Then came the real weirdos.



A spindly, mantis-limbed thing with a head shaped like an ant skittered past him and chirped.



A bulky amphibian... half gecko, half football player... snorted steam and waddled by wearing a mesh shirt that did absolutely nothing to contain its mass.



Three conjoined twins (triplets?) shared a single body with three heads arguing in different languages while passing around a tray of something gelatinous.



That was nothing compared to the thing that looked like a humanoid jellyfish encased in a clear gelatin exosuit filled with slowly circulating neon-blue fluid. Every time it moved, it farted little bubbles.



They moved in clusters... species clumping together for safety, territory, or shared disdain. The air was thick with alien body odors and tension. Grant felt the eyes on him. Sizing him up. He knew that look. That stint he worked in corrections back home taught him a few things. That was the
 fresh meat shuffle
 . Everyone waiting to see what you’d do. Who you’d fold for. Who you’d fight.



He gritted his teeth. No way in hell was he gonna be someone’s human pocket pal.



He noticed most of the inmates were shuffling toward a joining wide-open chamber with tables bolted to the floor and some kind of vending units along the wall. Grant followed. The room definitely had the ambiance of a cafeteria.



He got in line to hit the vending machines, ignoring the low whispers around him.



“New fish.”



“Too clean. Like he came straight from a Nivean rites farm.”



“Bet he shrieks in Coretongue when the Ogrul start their welcome ritual.”



“Look at those shoulders. Mmm.”



Grant didn’t flinch.



When he reached the first vending unit, it chirped to life.



“Welcome to Funtopia™! Fueling convicts since cycle 4.7 of the neutron star radiation horizon of ilium prime! Please place your head near the scanner.”



A red light swept over his ear. His chip chirped back.



“Inmate classification: omnivore. Caution: category 1 violent. Query: do you have any religious, ethical, philosophical, or political objections to consuming animal protein?”



Grant scratched his neck. “Uh. Yeah. I do. Super against it. Deep convictions.”



He figured if alien prisons were anything like Earth ones, the religious meals usually got better-quality slop. Kosher and halal trays back home came with fewer roaches and more actual seasoning.



“Acknowledged. Issuing nutritional units.”



The machine hissed and spat out four squat, foil-wrapped bars onto a tray.



The display lit up:



> white: synth soy |



> green: fungal compound |



> yellow: algae-fortified |



> brown: insect protein | 



Glossy for freshness!



Grant picked up the brown one.



“Thanks, Funtopia.”



“Remember: Funtopia™... Because flavor is second to survival,” it replied.



Tray in hand, Grant scanned the cafeteria like a wolf in a buffet line. There were plenty of targets. Soft ones. Weird ones. Ones that might dissolve into goo if you looked at ‘em wrong. But he didn’t want easy.



He wanted the
 alpha
 .



And there he was.



A big hairy bigfoot sonofabitch in the corner, holding court like a space biker warlord. Huge frame, covered in matted brown fur, giant bat ears twitching like satellite dishes. His face looked like someone tried to sculpt a pug out of chewed gum. Around him lounged a half-dozen hangers-on... lesser aliens orbiting his stench like moons.



Perfect.



Grant strolled over and stopped just in front of the big guy’s table. Leaned over and picked up a blue food bar off his tray and took a bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Looked directly at him.



The bigfoot-looking alien froze, nostrils flaring like a steam vent about to blow. Its yellow eyes locked onto Grant’s hand like it just saw a cockroach crawl across its wedding cake.



“You got a death wish, softskin?” it growled.



Grant shrugged, chewing. “Nah, just hungry. Wondering why your filthy mitts are all over my food.”



The table went quiet.



The big guy’s ears flattened. “You’re gonna have plenty to eat cleaning my cake-chute every day.”



 



***



 









Chapter 9
    
 
: Chin Check




 



Grant gave the batsquatch a smile.



“No thanks.” he gestured to his tray. “Got bug bars. Not feeling it. Figured you were the kind of guy used to licking insects off the floor, so maybe we swap. I get your meal, you get mine.”



A low, guttural growl rumbled out of the batsquatch. The table shifted. People at the surrounding tables took one look and moved back. Fast.



Grant smiled. “Also, I’ll be taking your friends’ trays too. Thanks in advance.”



Three of the hangers-on stood.



Grant moved.



The first one... a thick-necked pig-faced swine with tusks... stepped in swinging.



Grant ducked sideways, avoiding the punch and drove his heel kick into the guy’s knee. Something cracked. The pig screamed, landing on his ass.



Number two, a gray-skinned humanoid with fish eyes, lunged in a full-body tackle. Grant met him with a wrestling hold, grabbed the guy by the collar, and slammed him face-first into the corner of a bolted table. Something crumbled in his face. The impact rang like a dropped wrench.



Number three hesitated. Purple-skinned dude with little horns and black eyes.



Grant didn’t.



He punched the guy in the sternum with enough force to lift him off the floor and send him sprawling backward into a wall.



Grant looked down at the moaning, broken inmates. Goddam... he'd been in a few fights in his day, but he'd kinda been expecting that monsters from outer space would be, well,
 monsters
 . Tough and scary. But Grant felt twice as strong, and these guys were made out of wet paper.



Bat-Ears stood.



“I’m gonna enjoy this. You got bones in weird places. I’m gonna break ‘em all. Slowly.”



Grant cracked his knuckles. “I get that a lot.”



The big guy charged. They collided. Grant didn’t move.



He dug in, let the bigger alien try to drive him back... and then reversed it, grabbing one massive wrist and twisting until the ligaments popped like bubble wrap.



Bat-Ears howled. Threw a punch. Grant blocked it with his forearm, stepped in, and drove a fist into the guy’s gut so hard it lifted him off the floor.



The bigfoot staggered back, wheezing. Grant didn’t give him time to think. He grabbed a metal food tray and slammed the edge of it into the side of the alien’s head, then followed with a knee to the jaw.



The alien sasquatch dropped like a sack of wet meat, snorting blood and gasping, breakfast tray sticking up wedged in his skull.



The room was dead silent. Dozens of inmates frozen mid-meal, watching. Grant looked around at the faces. All eyes on him. Fear. Respect. Survival math recalculating in real time.



He grinned. “Anyone else hungry?”



No one moved.



He sat down at the battered table, kicked the big guy’s moaning body over to use as a footrest, and started digging into the trays, piling all the food bars onto his.



It wasn’t about the food. It was about the message. You don’t walk into a place like this without letting the wolves know you’ve got teeth. Chin-checking the meanest bastard in the room wasn’t a gamble... it was the strategy. And by the looks on their faces, it had worked.



He was no longer fresh meat.



He was the apex freak in the room.



 



***



 



Grant was elbows-deep in purloined chow, his bare feet propped on the unconscious batsquatch’s back, when a new shadow fell across the table.



Grant had clocked the newcomers the moment they shuffled into the cafeteria... human, technically, but each looked like someone had rolled the evolutionary dice a few extra times. One was pale green and hairless with diamond-shaped eyes. Another glowed faintly with colored spots up his sides like a deep-sea fish that pulsed like warning signs. A third guy had bright red skin and white hair and beard that made him look a bit like prison-yard Santa. The fourth looked like a failed devil cosplay... reddish-brown, little horns, and sharp teeth.



Their leader was a tall, blue smirking bastard with a trimmed beard, some sort of shimmering animated tattoo on his forearm, and the casual confidence of someone who made murder sound like a reasonable business decision. He rested a combat-scarred hand on Grant’s table and grinned.



“Well, well. Look at you. Took down Grusk the Gutchewer like it was a bar fight in a preschool.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “You want a medal or a fork?”



“Name’s Karn. I’m what passes for community outreach around here. You’re impressive. I like impressive.”



The crew fanned out behind him. Diamond-eyes looked like a twitchy psycho with thousand-yard stare and a nervous tic. The green one had soldier energy, grim and serious, scanning the room like everyone was one bad decision from getting ventilated.



Grant didn’t move. “And?”



Karn waved his boys off with a snap. “Take five, fellas. I wanna talk man-to-man with our new murder prodigy here.”



The crew backed off. Karn slid into the bench across from Grant.



“Here’s the pitch. You’re strong. Smart. Unhinged enough to be useful but not so broken you’re chewing the furniture. I respect that. And this place? It’s crawling with freaks who think spine-removal is a handshake. You need allies. We’re the best offer you’re gonna get.”



Grant kept chewing. “So what’s the catch?”



Karn smirked. “No catch. Just caution. Look around at these guys. They're messed in the head. You see him?”



He pointed at a towering lizardman with red dorsal frill on his head like a mohawk. “That one juices his crew with black-market mutagens. Turn ‘em into berserkers. Half of them forget their names and think walls are edible.”



“Charming,” Grant muttered.



Karn nodded at another inmate... a pale, twitchy scarecrow with bloodshot eyes. “That one ate his last bunkmate.
 Slowly.
 ”



Grant pointed with his food bar toward a well-built beast-man, eyes red, mouth foaming. Looked a bit like a werewolf.



“What about that one?”



Karn squinted. “Oh, Tax Fraud. Numbers guy. Got thirty cycles for embezzling the Mekari Exchange.”



Before Grant could reply, the room’s temperature seemed to drop.



A second group rolled in.



Seven of them. All alien. All wrong.



The leader stood over seven feet tall, a brickhouse of flesh and suckers... part octopus, part ogre, wearing a sleeveless prison vest and chewing something that looked suspiciously sentient. And of course they made a straight line right for his table. Grant tried to look casual, taking another bite of the blue food bar, but already deciding which one he’d punch first if a fight started.



The octopus ogre spat out a wad of bones and fur, like an owl pellet, before talking. He had a mop of tentacles growing from the top of his head like dreadlocks, all slowing writhing together.



His thick voice was watery, like he had a mouth full of oatmeal.



“Hey, meathead. You makin’ the new guy offers without checkin’ with the room?”



Karn didn’t turn. “Evening, Scub.”



Scub gestured with two of his six limbs. “What’s he, your charity case now? Maybe he wants a real crew. One that’s got coverage. Diversity. Healthcare.”



“New guy,” Karn said with a casual gesture. “Meet Scub-Narnar. Thinks he’s hot shit around these parts.”



“I don’t think it… I am hot shit!” the squid said, making Karn try to hold back a chuckle.



The gang behind Scub looked like a galactic fever dream. A hunched frog with moss growing out of its shoulders. A mantis with shivs for arms. A glowing anglerfish-head on a humanoid torso. A four-winged hawk-thing that blinked with all four of its eyeballs. And a seven-legged spider-person nervously cleaning its limbs.



Grant sighed. “Oh boy. It's like the worst recruitment fair ever.”



Karn stood slowly. “He’s with us, Scub. Back off.”



Scub smiled, revealing shark-like teeth. “He ain’t said that yet.”



The tension was thick enough to cut with a food tray. Muscles coiled. Eyes narrowed. Gangs behind both leaders tightened up. Half the room was already clearing tables like this was round one of a cage match.



Then everything went still.



Merin had arrived. No announcement. No dramatic entrance. Just... there, beside the table with the casual calm of a librarian shushing students who were too loud.



The short, slight figure in the baggy outfit and shaggy hair stared down both sides of the fight.



He just stood there... calm, slender, collared... and yet Grant could read the room that the small youth had somehow managed to make every sphincter in the place seize up tighter than a vendor refund policy.



Karn was the first to speak, trying way too hard to sound casual. “You lost, collar-boy? This is a grown-ups’ table.”



The ogre-octopus made a wet snort. “Yeah, this conversation’s for honest criminals. We don’t need your kind sniffin’ around.”



Grant noticed it instantly. Their tones said tough, but their eyes said terrified. Two violent psychos, both posturing like alpha dogs, while trying not to make sudden movements in front of a live grenade.



Merin raised one eyebrow. “Gentlemen. I believe there’s been a misunderstanding. This one...”  he pointed at Grant “... is already mine. You’re welcome to keep your filthy mitts on your own toys.”



Grant blinked. “I’m sorry,
 what now?
 ”



Karn stepped up again, though with considerably less swagger. “Didn’t think you were the possessive type, Merin. You know the rules. With that collar on, you don’t get to play.”



Scub folded his beefy arms but his head-tentacles all stood up like angry cobras. “That’s right. You’re just another glow-eyed paperweight. Not so scary with the leash on, are ya?”



Merin stayed perfectly still. “Funny. Your kind weren’t talking like that after the Cortical Bombing on Patella Prime.”



Both gang leaders went silent.



Grant felt the room lean backward, like everyone suddenly got reminded what kind of shark they were poking.



Merin smiled thinly. “You remember that one? Psychic trauma wave. Two hundred meter radius. Left 127 people legally dead in under three seconds. Brains scrambled like Varri-fruit in a blender.”



He stepped forward. Just one pace. “Now, sure, the collar
 limits
 me. Keeps the worst of the Mojo Field bottled. But here’s a fun question for the class...”



His blue eyes lit up like glowing gas flames.



A protein bar... one of Grant’s, still unopened... lifted gently off the tray, floated upward, and hovered over the table. It spun lazily through the air until it reached Merin’s hand. He took a bite.



“Mmm. Insect protein. Organic.” Then he tossed the bar back onto the table. “So answer the question: even if the collar turns the volume down, do you think there's still enough to get the crack on that dick-cheese you call a brain?”



Nobody moved.



Karn’s crew backed up a full two steps. Scub actually pushed his spider-legged boy in front of him like a meat shield.



Merin turned and walked away.



“Let’s go,” he said over his shoulder.



Grant stayed where he was.



Merin paused, half-turning. His gaze locked with Grant’s. Cold. Flat. Unblinking.



“That wasn’t a request.”



Grant stood up.



Great. First day in prison and he's already somebody’s emotional support barbarian...



Grant shoved the last of the fungal-protein crisp-bar into his mouth and followed after Merin with all the enthusiasm of a guy reporting for a surprise prostate exam. Which, now that he thought about it, might just describe his next half hour.



Merin didn’t speak. Just walked, hands in pockets, casual as you like... like the whole lunchroom hadn’t nearly gone full Lord of the Flies five minutes ago. Once they were in the hall and out of sight, Merin paused and rested one hand on the wall.



Grant tried. “So uh, where we going, glow-eyes?”



Nothing. Merin straightened and kept walking, only now it was the careful, almost delicate steps of a drunk trying to keep their balance.



“Gonna give me the silent treatment the whole way? That’s cool. Mysterious. Totally not cult-leader energy.”



Still nothing.



Finally, Grant muttered, “At least tell me if I should be worried.”



Merin didn’t stop walking. “We’re going to shower.”



Grant paused. “Shower?”



“Shower.”



Oh, good. Fantastic...
 Grant rubbed his neck. “You know, back on Earth, that’s code for 'get ready to dodge a shiv or become somebody’s boyfriend’.”



No reply. They climbed some stairs to an upper level and rounded a corner before they entered the shower block. Metal stalls lined both sides, a few blasting out streams of surprisingly warm water. Others jetted sand like weaponized kitty litter, or pulsed with UV light and weird sonic tones that made Grant’s fillings itch.



A dozen inmates were in various states of scrub, scrape, or irradiated exfoliation. The room fell dead silent when Merin stepped in.



He smiled, raised a hand, and called out: “I’m taking a shower with my new friend.”



Instant evacuation.



Aliens scattered like rats in a spotlight. Towels dropped. Suds flew. One guy yeeted himself out of the shower so fast he tripped and his soapy body slid halfway to the door. Grant watched the last one leave. Whatever was about to happen Merin didn't want an audience.



He turned. The young man was already stepping fully clothed into one of the shower stalls.



Grant began backing away. “Listen, man... look, you’re cool, real cool. Psychic murder rep? Top notch. But if this is the part where I become your emotional sponge or your designated cuddle toy, I gotta stop you right there.”



Merin, looking red-eyed and sweating, glanced back at him like he was the idiot. “Guard the door. Make sure I’m not interrupted,” he said before yanking a plastic sheet across the opening.



“Oh.” Grant blinked. “Right. Totally. Door duty. I can do that.”



Relieved, he leaned against the frame and did just that. The hiss of a hot-water stream kicked on behind him.



For a split second, Grant let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He wasn’t about to be claimed like some space-fresh fish on his first day. No soap-drop gauntlet. No prison snugglefest. Just door duty. Thank God for small favors... maybe that mojo freak actually had boundaries. Or at least wasn’t into knob-gobbling.



Now all he had to do was guard the world’s weirdest shower and pretend none of this was deeply, deeply messed up.



Thirty seconds later he heard the wet impact of a body hitting the floor
 .
  It came from inside the shower.



Grant spun.



“Hey... you okay in there?”



No answer. Shit... now what? Some sort of game to get him to play 'I'll wash your back if you wash mine'?



At the shower curtain he paused. Called Merin's name once and got no reply. Gritting his teeth against the stupid move he was about to make; he grabbed the curtain and yanked it back.



And froze.



The form of Merin lay on the floor of the stall, naked, blood running out of nose, ears, and the corners of his eyes.



No way... no fuckin way...



Not him... her.



Underneath the baggy outfit Merin wasn't some slender prettyboy psychic menace.



What stared back at Grant through half-lidded eyes was very much a woman... small and slender, her lithe body draped across the wet tile like some tragic sculpture, all smooth curves and sharp edges. Her skin was flawless and ghost-pale, nearly glowing beneath the hot water still raining down over her. Damp hair clung to her cheekbones and down the gentle slope of her bare back. Full, parted lips. A tight, narrow waist. Long legs folded beneath her in a way that somehow made the scene more intimate and more dangerous at once. Her tits were smallish but there, and between her legs...



He checked closely, just to be sure. Yup... for an alien the anatomy checked out 100% as human, and definitely female. Everything looked... compatible... with what an Earth guy might want. Aside from the pointed ears she could be a cute Instagram influencer.



Grant’s brain did a hard reboot.



“Well... that explains the cheekbones.”



 



***



 



 









Chapter 10
    
 
: Buck Rogers Time




 



Grant hauled Merin’s soaking, bloody, unconscious form out of the water like he was wrangling a drunk prom date. She was slippery, light, and alarmingly hot to the touch... as if her body had short-circuited like trying to microwave popcorn in a tinfoil container.



He laid her carefully on a nearby bench, bloody water dripping off her hair in little pink rivulets. Her eyes fluttered, her chest barely rose. The pale skin that had stunned him a minute ago now looked worryingly translucent.



“C’mon, glowbug,” he muttered, patting her cheek. “Don’t tap out now. I’ve still got about a dozen questions I need you to answer before I can officially call this day a loss.”



She groaned. Shifted. Her eyes fluttered open.



And then she saw him. Saw Grant towering over her. Saw that she was completely, helplessly naked. Saw that he was seeing
 everything.



Merin’s eyes went wide in pure panic. She scrambled weakly, slapping at him like a soggy kitten trying to fight off a pickup truck.



“No, hey, calm down! I’m not... I’m trying to help you!” he told her.



She tried to roll off the bench. Her limbs wouldn’t cooperate.



“Get... away...” she gasped.



“You’re bleeding from your everything and barely conscious,” he snapped. “You think I want to get frisky while you look like an ad for tampons?”



She stopped squirming. Not out of trust... more like her battery ran out.



Chest heaving, eyes wild, she stared at him like a cornered fox. “What... what are you going to do to me?”



Grant crouched beside her, hands up. “Lady, I’ve done enough damage today without adding intergalactic shower assault to the list. I think you fell down, you’ve got some kind of head trauma. Your ears are leaking, your balance is gone, and your brain is on low battery mode. You need a doctor. Or whatever passes for a medic on this unidentified fucked-up object.”



Her pupils went wide. Her voice dropped to a rasp. “No. You
 can’t.
 You can’t let them see me like this.”



Grant chewed that over a moment. “Okay. Just saying... a bunch of horny aliens seeing you're actually a girl is probably better than
 dying.
 ”



“No,” she growled, shoving herself halfway upright with sheer spite. “Not because I’m female... because I'm
 weak.”



What?



She collapsed to the bench again, drained. “If they see me like this… we’re both dead by tomorrow.”



He stared at her.



“My cell… get me to my cell. Nobody can see.”



Grant rubbed a hand down his face. “You want me to sneak a bleeding naked space elf, through a prison full of monsters. Because your pride is stronger than your skull.”



She locked eyes with him, and for the first time, he saw it... real fear. Real desperation. Not the bossy cool mask. Something raw.



“My cell,” she whispered. “Block Theta-9. Unit Twelve.”



Grant sighed.



 



***



 



Grant wrapped Merin up in the ripped-down shower curtain.



She was barely conscious and light as a feather, but her limbs flopped with all the cooperation of a drunken marionette. Her skin had gone from feverish to weirdly cold and clammy, like she was part fish.



He'd managed to shove her back into her yellow prison-issue jumpsuit, but it had been a juggling act of wet fabric and unconscious limbs. Modesty was out the airlock. He was working with wet tile, blood, and panic.



He eased open the hallway door, peeked out. No guards. No alarms. Just that ever-present hum of the prison and the occasional echo of distant shouting.



“Alright, Merin,” he muttered, slinging her in her plastic roll over one shoulder like a sack of wet sand. “Let’s see if we can find your hidey-hole before I accidentally start a riot.”



Problem one: Grant had no clue where he was going. The cellblock was a maze of glowing signs, half of which meant nothing to him, even translated. That ranged from the mostly self-explanatory sign inside the shower room (THE SHOWER ROOM IS FOR WET ONLY. NO POOPING), all the way to the puzzling “THE FLOOR IS SOMETIMES YES” in a hall with a row of small video screens on it, to the incomprehensible door sign: “HUMID CUBE FOR DEAD SWEAT”.



He chose the universal tactic of looking like he belonged and walking like he was late to a meeting.



It worked great. For about thirty feet.



A squat humanoid with skin like a bruised eggplant and cybernetic eyes stepped out from a side corridor. He had a chin like a ballsack and a holographic neck tattoo of a bleeding mushroom.



“Ain't seen you before,” the guy grunted. “What you got in the wrapper, fresh fish?”



Grant didn’t slow. “Laundry. Prison stinks.”



“Fuck you do... that looks like a body.”



Grant dropped him with a single punch. Crushed his throat in one blow. The alien made a wet croak, grabbed at his neck, then collapsed. Grant didn’t stop to see if he lived. Probably didn’t.



He jogged on. Merin groaned in his arms.



“Shh. We're almost there.”



Probably...



A crowd was approaching from the far end of the corridor so Grant chose a random door and stepped inside the compartment to hide. It was a rec room the size of a studio apartment. Two green-skinned inmates with pointed ears were crouched over a line of iridescent powder, licking it directly off the table like dogs at a birthday cake. Their pupils were dilated to dinner plates and their skin jittered like it was trying to escape their bones. 



Great... space tweakers...



They looked up, wide-eyed and jittery with cracked grins and twitchy fingers. “Whoa, new guy! What you got there, friend-o? Something fun? Something freaky? Is it a crumble? It's a crumble, isn't it!”



Grant held up a hand. “Just laundry, boys. Carry on with your bad life decisions.”



Merin picked that moment to moan again.



Both tweakers twitched. One reached into his waistband. The other started giggling.



Grant threw Merin down onto a couch as they charged.



It wasn’t even a fight. Just a blur of elbows and broken noses. One guy bit his arm, so Grant slammed his knee into the green face hard enough to hear something crack. Then he pounded a fist into the other guy's skull until the giggling stopped. He stood there, breathing heavy, Merin whimpering somewhere behind him.



Luck threw him a bone: a supply cart sat in the corner of the room. He yanked out the crates and stuffed Merin inside, covering her with a towel and an empty box.



“Hang in there, tinkerbell. We’re gonna make it.”



He pushed the cart through the maze of corridors and soon was back in the crowded areas of the cell blocks. A few inmates gave him the hairy eyeball but most of them gave him a wide berth. Clearly word had spread from his beatdown of Grusk and his crew.



Finally, he saw it: a stairwell labeled in a language his micronaut implant mangled into something like “BLOCK THETA-9.”



The problem was the dozen prisoners were lounging on the steps or loitering around the railings like bored demons waiting for a show. Grant swore under his breath. No way through without drawing attention. No way up those stairs with a cart.



“Hey, sweetheart,” came a familiar gurgle.



Grant turned to see Bondo the slug oozing out of a nearby vent.



“Go fuck yourself, gastropod.”



“You wound me,” Bondo said, squirming closer with a pout in his voice. “After all we've shared? After all the tender moments?”



“We shared five seconds of you trying to hump my spine,” Grant said, not looking at him.



“Details,” Bondo purred. “I’m a complex creature. I’ve turned over a new pseudopod. No more possessive jealousy. I just want to be friends... or at least frenemies.”



“Bondo... “



“Silky-boy,” the slug cooed. “Can I call you that? Too late. I just did. You're so tense. You need a massage. I do a full-body slime rubdown... therapeutic
 and
 moisturizing.”



“Look, unless you can summon up a miracle to clear these guys off the stairwell piss off and leave me alone!”



Bondo sighed. “You need a distraction?” the slug asked. “Why didn't you say so?”



Bondo slithered up the wall and clung to the ceiling over the two-story drop like a sentient loogie. Then he began yelling.



“I can't take it anymore!” the slug screamed, and heads looked up. “This place is a nightmare!”



The inmates didn't just look... they jeered. A chorus of cruel voices echoed through the corridor, taunting Bondo, egging him on. “Do it, slimeball! Jump already!” one shouted. Another cackled, “Splat city, here we come!” Their vicious delight in the potential spectacle drew the entire stairwell crowd to the railings, laughing and jostling for a better view. The entire hallway turned into a sea of inmates rubbernecking at the performance.



Goddam snail did it...



Grant snuck past the gawkers, hoisted Merin in his arms, and sprinted up the stairs while no one was looking. Bondo continued it histrionic performance.



“I'm too beautiful for this world! Goodbye, cruel universe!”



Nobody noticed Grant.



At the top of the stairs it was marked THETA-9 and he checked the door numbers until he found unit 12. He ducked inside, slammed the door, and slid down the wall with the small form of the woman still in his arms.



“Safe,” he gasped.



Merin didn't answer. She was out cold again.



Grant did what he could. Unwrapping her in the bed like a soggy birthday present, he gently slid a pillow under Merin’s head. Draped a blanket over her, even though the cell was warmer than it had any right to be. He checked her vitals... the ones he knew, anyway. If her physiology was the same as a human her pulse was thready. Breathing shallow. She groaned now and then but didn’t wake.



He turned his attention to the collar on her neck.



The device was a slim, dark metal ring secured around her neck with no visible way to remove it, it had a few glowing lights and several indentations that could be for anything from headphone jacks to screw holes. It was nothing like the squidlike control device they’d used on him... those organic parasites with suckers and tendrils that latched into the base of the skull. This thing was high-end. Precise. Custom. Which probably meant Merin wasn’t just another prisoner. She was something else. Something special.



Grant leaned in to examine the unfamiliar alien device. Some part of him itched to try pulling it off, but the saner part reminded him it was alien technology he didn’t understand. Being a redneck MacGyver only got you so far. He gave up. Settled in to wait. The adrenaline ebbed out of his system and left behind a tired weight in his chest.



Looking around the bare metal walls he felt a squeezing dread at the thought of spending the rest of his life in a place like this. When he’d worked in corrections he’d heard the inmates talking about ‘Buck Rogers time’ and found out it meant somebody doing so many years they wouldn’t get out until the far future. Seemed an oddly appropriate term given his current location.



Within a couple hours, she started getting better.



Fast. Freaky fast. Her skin pinked up. She stopped sweating. Even her breathing leveled out. Whatever was wrong with her, her body was burning through it like a self-cleaning oven.



A few hours later, she stirred. Blinked. Groaned.



Then shot bolt upright and yelped like she just realized she was in a horror movie.



Grant raised a hand slowly. “Easy, there Legolas. You’re safe.”



She squinted. Looked around. Took in the familiar walls of her cell. Then looked at him.



“What the hackspit are you doing in here?”



“You collapsed,” he said. “You remember that part? Or did you leave your memory in the shower with your dignity?”



She looked down at herself, clothes still slightly damp and bloodstained. Her eyes flicked back to him, guarded. “You brought me here. Without anyone seeing?”



“No streaking, no screaming, and no salivating creepers,” he said. “And minimal murders.”



She stared. Then slumped against the wall with a soft sigh. “Good.”



“Don't go hurting yourself with thanks or anything...”



“Don’t get cocky. This doesn’t change anything.”



“Whatever,” he said. “You rest. You can threaten me tomorrow.”



She gave him a strange look. Pulled the blanket up over herself and eyed the door. “I need rest, Make sure I'm not disturbed.”



And with that she collapsed to the bed and was asleep in moments. A deep, restful sleep this time.



Grant considered walking out, but he had too many questions, so he stayed.



He leaned back in the corner, arms folded, and let his thoughts drift. Watched her breathe. The weird low hum of the prison filled the cell, that ever-present artificial buzz. Like a refrigerator from hell. He'd worked on a cargo ship once and the sound of the engines had been a constant drone through the hull until you stopped noticing it over time. Maybe it was the same in the spaceship.



How long had he been in space already? Who knew how many days they'd kept him in the isocube. That made him think of Alice again.



Alice. God, what had they done with her?



Was she even still alive? The only other Earthling in a million miles and the best backup he'd had since getting snatched out of his backwoods life. As he sat there, he tried to come up with ideas how to find her. Most of them involved variations of getting his hands on a guard and beating answers out of him. None of them seemed solid. Too many variables. Too many unknowns.



Still… He had to find her. Somehow.



The lights dimmed with a soft chime... a polite cue that the ship had entered “night” mode. His ear chip chirped.



“HELLO VALUED CONVICT! Prisoner Garnt N9-000001, you are currently enjoying an unauthorized lodging experience. Please return to your assigned sleep pod to avoid deliciously mandatory disciplinary measures including, but not limited to: electroconvulsive behavioral encouragement, dietary punishment substitution, and recreational privilege nullification. Have a compliant evening!”



He flipped it the mental bird and stayed put.



The door clicked. Lockdown. He was there until the next morning. For a moment he was shocked there was so little monitoring of prisoner activity by the guards, but then again with the automated computer systems it pretty much managed them without the need for guards.



Merin apparently didn’t have a cellmate since the other bunk was empty, just a bare mattress. Lucky her. He climbed up onto the top bunk. Mattress was about as soft as plywood, but he’d slept on worse.



The last thought in his head before sleep took him was:
 ‘If I’m still alive in the morning, maybe I’ll try to form my own gang.’



That, and:
 ‘This is the second time in a week I’ve gone to bed with a girl I didn’t mean to.’



 



***



 



Grant woke to the sound of someone breathing in his ear.



Not the adorable teacup Darth Vader wheeze of Alice's snoring. This was softer. Warmer. And way, way closer. And there was a weight pressing down on him.



He blinked in the dim glow of the room’s “sleep cycle” mode. Merin was on top of him.



Not hovering. Not sneaking. Full-on straddling his hips, eyes locked on his, her face calm and unreadable in that terrifying sexy murder-girl kind of way.



“Uh... good evening?” he muttered.



She didn’t answer.



Her fingers slipped under his shirt. Cold palms. Warm skin. Traced the line of his ribs like she was mapping a coastline for a war campaign. She was naked, and up close he was amazed he hadn’t noticed she was female before. Her breasts were small – A-cups at best – but not quite like any girl he’d ever seen. No areolas. And the nipples seemed big, standing up very tall… a peach color that didn’t match the rest of her skin tone.



“Just checking for contraband?” he said.



Still no answer.



Her hands slid lower. Grant let out a startled grunt as she tugged at the waistband of his pants with an assertiveness that fell somewhere between consent and felony. A minute later and his shorts were halfway down his thighs, her nose nudging against his thigh like a bloodhound on a hot trail.



“Is this, like... prison customs?” he asked, trying not to sound nervous.



She didn’t laugh. But she did make a sound... a low, throaty growl of satisfaction that hit somewhere between his ears and his spine. Her breath was hot. Hungry. Her mouth opened and she worked her tongue up his shaft like a predator tasting her prey. When he twitched in response she gave a happy groan and took him in hand, feeding him between her lips. With a tongue-swirling motion against her soft palette she started to suck his cock to hardness. The slow build of pressure and speed making Grant’s brain short like a toaster in a bathtub. When she released him with a wet
 ‘pahh’
 she stared at the size of his cock as it stood hard in her hand.



When she climbed on top, it was without ceremony. No preamble. No talking. Just a sudden, fierce connection that made him suck in a gasp as the tip entered her.



“Holy hell,” he whispered.



That answered the question of whether space elves were sexually compatible with Earth men…



Her pussy was bare, hairless, and instead had a faint pattern a bit like leopard spots that began to shimmer and glow as he entered her. Everything down there was smooth, inner lips delicate and small, but as the head of his big Earth dick stretched her open, she shivered and gasped, eyes wide. Had to adjust slowly. Ease herself around him bit by bit.



It was the longest, slowest penetration of his life. Probably hers too by the faces she made. But once he was buried up inside her with a satisfied moan, Merin moved with purpose. With control. Like this wasn’t her first time pulling off the silent assassin seduction act. She braced herself on his chest, her hair falling across her face in wild black streaks. Pointed tips of her ears sticking out. She rode up and down. Her breathing came fast, punctuated by soft gasps every time her hips met his.



Grant, to his credit, kept up. Barely. His hands found her waist. Her back. The small handfuls of her tits. She came more than once... he could feel it in the way her whole body clenched, shook, and arched like she’d been hit by a power surge, but barely more than a moan escaped her lips.



Goddam… this girl’s pussy is holding me tighter than OJ’s glove…



They began to move together. At first her startling blue eyes went wide, almost angry at him for holding her hips and thrusting up into her, but then the pleasure of it started to melt her brain and she leaned into it. It had been days… weeks… a lot longer than Grant usually went without a release. He was revved up in minutes, trying to hold back as long as he could against the tight massaging wetness milking him.



She rode him faster. Gasping louder and louder as she slammed against his cock. And Grant’s resolved melted, his cock involuntarily spurting inside her. Filling her with a wet mess they could both hear as their bodies began to squish.



He was still hard. The space-elf began to shiver and her blue yes rolled up. She rode him leaning so far forward he thought she might lose her balance and fall off. But finally, after what felt like a high-speed mag-train to Nirvana, she let out a last, long squealing scream of convulsive orgasm and her thighs and stomach and tits all started pulsing with bioluminescent flashes of light. She collapsed against his chest, heartbeat thudding like a small animal trying to escape.



She didn’t kiss him. Didn’t whisper sweet nothings. Just leaned up close to his ear, breath hot on his neck as she gasped.



“If you tell anyone, I will pop your brain like a clorvox melon. Even if it puts me in a coma for a week.”



Then she rolled off, hopped off the top bunk and he heard the rustle of her getting under her blanket.  Whether she meant the sex or her secret gender he wasn’t sure.



Grant lay there, blinking at the ceiling.



“Okay,” he whispered. “Better than a conjugal with a space slug.”



He smiled.



Well... he'd just proven that alien women were physically compatible with Earth men. More than compatible... her tight little box had milked him dry and she'd sure as hell enjoyed herself... several times.



 



***



 









Chapter 11
    
 
: Psychic Limiter




 



Grant woke up to the musical chime of his personal corporate babysitter.



“Good morning, Prisoner Garnt N9-000001!”
 his ear chip said.
 ” You have accrued six demerits during the previous cycle. Your CTQ... 'Containment Time, Quiet-style!'... has been generously extended by 48 hours. Please enjoy your continued rehabilitation journey and remember: Obedience is Freedom!”



Grant flipped off the ceiling with both hands.



“Yeah, well, tell Freedom to suck it.”



Merin was already up and moving, fully dressed in her regulation yellow jumpsuit, hair finger-combed into a shaggy mass that concealed her face the same way her baggy uniform concealed her woman's curves, eyes shadowed but alert. No mention of last night. Not a glance. Not a twitch.



She gave him a look like she was waiting for him to move and said, “You coming?”



“After that whole 'brain-exploding sex ninja' thing, I kinda figured we’d at least cuddle.”



She glared. “I said never mention it again.”



Fine. She wanted to pretend like last night didn’t happen? That was her business. He wasn’t about to chase. But still… Grant couldn’t help noticing she was... off. Antsy.



Out in the genpop of the cellblock other inmates stepped aside when they saw the two of them coming. She walked like her jumpsuit had fleas. Fidgety. Flushed. At first, he thought maybe she was still sick. But she wasn’t sweating like earlier. Just twitchy. Like a soda can full of bees.



She crossed her arms and gave him a sidelong glance. “I’m going to show you around the cell block. That way, when I need something, you can run errands without getting lost like a blind Klaxarhound.”



Grant grunted. “Great. Always dreamed of being an interstellar gopher.”



She took him on a walking tour of their miserable plastic-and-metal wonderland.



The men's cellblock was a C-shaped half-ring built around that weird central spine Grant had spotted in the ship's hull. It was six levels from top to bottom with one way in or out at the main deck access to the central corridor along the spine.



The whole tour could've been completed in thirty minutes, but Merin walked at the speed of a bridal march, making sure everywhere she went she glared and sneered a path through the other prisoners. Everyone was terrified of her. She showed him the dayrooms with flickering adpanels blaring free prisoner services like 
 “ZenMed Hypnosis Hour: Feel More Hyumin, Less Screamy!”
  Through cell blocks that were little more than tubes you could lie down in stacked six high in a honeycomb shape with flickering privacy fields. By the looks of it Merin's cell was luxury semi-private and most of the inmates were literally stacked up on top of each other.



He expected she got her own room more for other prisoner's safety rather than as a privilege.



They spent time in the 'yard' that was just a hexagonal chamber with holographic walls that showed the surface of some planet with pink grass and green skies under UV lights. The 'Training Room' turned out to be a bare metal square with things that looked like torture devices but might've been alien resistance trainers. There were some weights training machines and out of curiosity Grant tried one. To his surprise, even on the maximum setting, the weights lifted like Styrofoam furniture. He paused, confused, testing again. Still easy.



Merin stared at him for a second, visibly flushed, before snapping out of it and muttering, “You probably come from a high-gravity world. The ship’s artificial gravity is set to Galactic Standard... what most species can handle comfortably.”



Grant grunted, wondering if that explained why he felt like he was made of steel ever since arriving here. They took a seat on the benches nearest the vending unit in the gym. An inmate who’d just purchased a package of something that claimed to be ‘real meat’ jerky from the vending machine saw Grant eyeballing him and quickly handed one of the packages over before retreating.



Grant leaned against the wall, stripped open the package and tried a bite. Tasted a bit like smoked salmon. Merin sat next to him, legs crossed, staring at the far wall like it had insulted her.



“So,” he said around a mouthful. “I've been meaning to ask. You gonna tell me why you were pretending to be a dude when we met?”



She blinked once, then darted a quick glance around the gym like the walls had ears. Without a word, she stood up, grabbed Grant’s wrist, and yanked him to his feet. He opened his mouth to protest, but she was already dragging him through a side door, away from the clatter of weights and wandering eyes.



Down the hall and into a smaller room. The door said was the law library, classroom empty, where an AI hologram projection of a shrunken alien like a green fox was running a class called
 “Know Your Rights and Why They Don’t Apply to You!”
  



The green fox hologram turned toward the nonexistent class and launched into an enthusiastic lecture. “Welcome to the Mandatory Legal Acclimatization Orientation! Today’s topic: Habeas Corpus and Other Myths of the Fleshbound!”



Grant almost forgot why they were there, listening to see what he could find out about the alien legal system he was now subject to.



She snapped his head around by grabbing his jaw to face her.



“Shut up or you’ll get us both killed!” she hissed now that they were alone.



“You done being paranoid? We’re alone now, just tell me.”



She paced back and forth and sat down at one of the desks. Grant joined her.



“Because assuming an identity as a man in the prison records made me harder to find,’ she finally said.



“Find? You’re already caught. The sleestaks know who you are.”



“No,” she said quietly. “They don't know
 who
 I am. Only 
 what
 I am
 .
 ”



Grant frowned. “I need more than that.”



Merin looked at him then, eyes sharp. “Being a Tarsiot is enough to get arrested. But if certain people knew
 where
 I was, they’d do worse than lock me up. And I don't mean people as stupid as the cops.”



Grant nodded. “Okay… so you have enemies… yeah?”



She shook her head. “Yes…. But the only ones I worry about are the people I used to call friends.”



Silence stretched between them. Somewhere in the distance, a prisoner screamed and someone laughed.



Grant shrugged. Filed this under ‘conversation for another day’.



In the quiet the hologram fox continued his lecture. It beamed brightly while a spinning infographic appeared behind it... some kind of flowchart that involved the words 'Sentience Adjournment', 'Quantum Indictment Coupon', and 'Pan-Galactic Legalese Optimization Suite™'.



Grant squinted. It sounded like English, but his brain couldn’t get traction. The only part he understood was something about how the central courts were full-size planets devoted entirely to legal processing.



Merin confirmed it with a mutter: “Yeah. That’s our final destination: Courtroom 17-C. Might take a couple months. The lizards have a whole patrol route to finish first.”



He blinked. “A whole planet of space lawyers. Wonderful.”



Merin shrugged.



No better educated after thirty minutes, Grant gave up and they moved on. Up next, Merin showed him the non-denominational prison chapel. A small group of inmates were solemnly reading from
 “The Uplift Codex of Vorthuun the Molten-Eyed,”
 chanting in low guttural clicks about purification through entropy.



Grant gave that room a wide berth.



“Non-denominational, huh?”



“Depending on what dimension you believe your soul's leased from,” Merin muttered.



Again... was that a literal translation or were the micronauts trying to express a concept the space civilization had that Earth didn't?



“Keep walking. You’re starting to draw attention,” she elbowed him.



They passed through physical rehab, where a few cyborgs with reattached limbs were playing zero-g racquetball. Then the canteen... which seemed to be a wall of  vending machines that all proudly proclaimed,
 “Now With 12% Less Biotoxin!”



The cafeteria looked the same as yesterday. A few inmates stared at them. Some smirked. Merin was keeping her face blank, but she twitched every time someone looked too long. Scratched her arm too often. Bit her lip when she thought he wasn’t watching.



He caught murmurs from a pair of frogmen as they passed.



“You think the spoonbender’s the pitcher or the catcher?”



“My credits are on the bruiser,” the other croaked.



Grant let it go for now. Until they hit a quiet hallway, a storage corridor that hummed with cooling fans.



He stopped her. “Alright. Enough of the silent treatment. I saved your life. You owe me at least an explanation.”



Merin froze. Didn’t meet his eyes. “What do you mean?”



“I mean why can’t you go to medical? Why did you freak out?”



She took a long breath through her nose. Her nostrils flared. Her cheeks were bright red now. She didn’t even seem to realize she was clutching her own forearm in a death grip.



“This collar isn’t just a power limiter. It's a feedback resonator.”



A knot of inmates rounded the corner, talking amongst themselves. Spotting Grant and Merin they went silent and slunk past. Once they were gone the slender woman grabbed his arm and pulled him back into one of the rec areas where a group of inmates were watching some sort of sportsball broadcast on a huge screen. Onscreen, two chrome-plated bots were attempting to punt a dismembered torso through a flaming hoop while an announcer screamed.



She dragged him into the back corner of the room where a small door led to a closet-sized space with the hologram projector; they were hidden behind the projection screen, their conversation covered by the noise of the sports commentator.



“And that's a twenty-yard cortical launch by Trauma Unit Delta! You can really see the splatter-arc on that one, Bob! Remember, folks... Neuralball is brought to you by Explod-Aid: when life gives you limbs, make them fly!”



Merin pulled him close and spoke in a harsh whisper. “If I use
 any power
 , the collar punishes right back with the same amount of force. What you saw in the shower? That was from levitating the food bar.”



“You almost died over a floating granola bar?”



“Yes… and if anyone here knows that? They’ll skin me alive with sporks.”



Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m only alive because they
 think
 I can pop their skulls like Ruunfruit. That illusion’s all I’ve got. And now you know it’s a lie.”



She looked up at him with haunted eyes. 



“But you're going to keep my secret because they hate you almost as much as me now. They'll skin us both.”



Grant rubbed his chin. “So… why the act? You rescued me because you want a bodyguard?”



She met his eyes, finally. Fierce. But tired.



“I need someone who hits like a goddamn meteor. And doesn’t flinch. You need someone who knows this place and has pull.”



“Sounds like an odd couple sitcom set in ADX Florence.”



“Sounds like survival,” she corrected.



He looked her over again. Red-faced. Breathing fast. Definitely avoiding eye contact.



“You okay? You look like you’re catching a fever.”



“I’m
 fine
 ,” she snapped. “It’s just hot in here.”



“Sure. Must be the radiant glow of betrayal.”



“Do you want my help or not? That's the deal, take it or leave it.”



Grant stared at her. The smart thing would’ve been to walk away. She was dangerous, unstable, and hiding more secrets than a corporate tax report. But he also remembered the way she’d looked last night... wild, raw, like a storm wearing skin. That shouldn’t have factored in. He hated that it
 did
 . But a tiger doesn’t change its stripes. And when you’re locked in a zoo with nothing but tigers, you’d better pick the one least likely to eat you in your sleep.



“One condition. Can you get me into the female inmate's call block?” he finally asked.



“Why?” she immediately looked suspicious.



“There's someone else from my planet there. I need to find her. Make sure she's okay.”



“That would be almost impossible,” she scowled.



He turned away. “Figures.”



“I said
 almost.
 I didn’t say no.”



He stopped. Looked back.



Merin didn’t smile. But her lips twitched. Her words were steady now. But she scratched her arms again. Her cheeks were on fire. Something was wrong.



It started like a glitch in the air. Like static building behind his ears.



Grant barely had time to notice the way she kept biting her lip like she was trying to focus during a test. She gave a sharp exhale and muttered something that might’ve been a curse... or a prayer... and then lunged.



Not to stab him.



She threw herself into his chest with a ferocity that should’ve knocked him over. Hands scrabbling up his shirt, tongue finding his neck like it tasted like honey. Her whole body trembled with something hot and frantic.



“Whoa... hey... Merin?”



She answered by biting his collarbone.



They were hidden from view behind the massive, curved projection screen in the rec room, but the rest of the inmates glued to the intergalactic sportsball match on the other side were only a few feet away. His brain did a quick calculation of risk: the yells of the inmates and sounds of synthetic drones hurling spiked spheres into gravity funnels aught to cover the noise...



Grant got one look at Merin’s flushed face and wild eyes and realized she wasn’t going to stop.



Fuck it...



He caught her wrists, backed her into the metal bulkhead strut behind the screen, and pinned her there with his hips. She gasped like it surprised her... and maybe it did. Maybe she hadn’t expected him to take control. But when he did, when he leaned in and kissed her hard enough to draw a whimper from her throat, she melted.



Shirt off. Shorts off. Her underwear hit the floor with a silent whisper of defeat. He tested her little alien snatch and found her so gushy wet his fingers sank halfway inside her.



She moaned in pleasure.



She was on fire and desperate for it, standing on her toes and thrusting against his fingers. Letting him pin her hands above her head she lifted one leg then the other. Wrapping them around the small of his back and sliding her smooth wet pussy along his shaft before he could even finish yanking down his pants.



Fuck… he was suddenly so hard he couldn’t stand another moment. He pressed into her, buried the head of his cock inside so she went rigid, quivering with eyes wide. Just like last night she could barely take him. Inch by inch he let gravity sink her down on his cock, making her shake.



Gripping under her slender pale thighs he started driving into her, controlling her body and how deep he went.



Merin arched against him, whimpering far too loud.



“Shh...”



Grant fumbled, grabbed the closest thing... which turned out to be her own underwear still looped around one ankle... and gently shoved it between her lips. She bit it with a hungry moan.



Behind them, the crowd roared.



He drove into her, harder than he meant to, and she clung like he was an oxygen mask in a crashing airplane. Her back hit the strut again. Her breath hitched. Her eyes rolled. Her hands scrabbled for purchase and finally clasped around his neck.



Somewhere out there, a sportsball team scored a point. The announcer shouted something about a bonus round. The crowd went ballistic.



And Merin let out a scream through her improvised gag, body convulsing and gushing a hot wet flood around his cock. Her loins and her stomach flashed with light patterns in time to the convulsions of her pussy gripping him. He wasn’t ready yet, and as he brutally thrust up into her the screams kept coming. One for every thrust, muffled by the panties, until the desperate need in her eyes and total control as he held her made him yell and shoot it deep inside her. She convulsed again, bioluminescent patterns climbing all the way to her neck.



Grant held her through it, heart pounding, her thighs squeezing around him like a vice. He didn’t know what the hell was happening to either of them, but whatever it was... it wasn’t the least dangerous thing he’d ever done.



 



***



 



Dinner in the galactic zoo wasn’t much different from breakfast, except the food bricks in the trays were warm this time. Grant followed Merin into the cafeteria like a guy walking next to an active landmine in a prom dress. Every eye in the room locked onto them the second they entered.



Some were scared. Some were furious. A few snickered like schoolboys with stolen porn.



Great. He'd officially become the prison drama's most talked-about power couple.



Merin didn’t look at anyone. She walked with that same stiff, too-fast gait, eyes forward, posture tight. Her cheeks were still flushed, and not just from the cafeteria heat. The bite marks on her neck weren’t helping, either.



Food trays with four meal bars dispensed, they sat at an empty table. Grant tried to look like he wasn’t expecting trouble. Which, of course, was when trouble sat down right across from him.



“Evenin', sweethearts,” said Karn, flashing a mouthful of jagged metal teeth. His blue-skinned smile looked human-ish, in that way raccoons are dog-ish. Tall, greasy, scar running ear-to-chin, and the kind of eyes that said ‘I've eaten my enemies’.



Karn plopped his tray down and leaned in with a conspiratorial grin. “Heard the rumor mill's been runnin' overtime. Word is you two are a hot item. Whole damn block's trying to guess who’s the top.”



Grant didn't flinch. Merin, on the other hand, went bright red and suddenly became very interested in her protein bar.



“Not that it matters,” Karn went on, biting off a mouthful of something jiggly. “But I gotta say... it’s kinda poetic. The psychic murder terrorist and the walking genocide machine. Match made in hell.”



Grant gave him a deadpan look. “You come over here just to talk about who's riding who, or did you actually need something?”



Karn laughed. Not a chuckle. Not a snicker. A full-on howl of amusement that drew even more eyes.



“Hell no. I just got money riding on it. Figured I'd go straight to the source and lock it down.”



Grant stabbed a spork into his food bar without breaking eye contact. “Fuck off and lose your money like a real man.”



Karn wiped a fake tear. “You got spirit, I'll give you that. But lemme give you a little tip, free of charge. You’ve stirred up a lot of shit in not a lot of time. Guards are scared of you. Inmates are terrified of you.”



He leaned back, still grinning. “And the only thing worse than bein' hated in this place... is bein' feared.”



Grant didn’t respond. Just chewed.



Karn stood, tray in hand. “Watch your back, sweetheart. And if you ever decide to switch teams, come find me. I’m an equal opportunity kind of guy.”



He left whistling.



Merin didn’t look up. She kept eating like nothing had happened. But her spork was shaking just slightly.



Grant took another bite. Didn’t say a word.



Because yeah, it looked like they hadn’t been as quiet as they thought in the rec room.



 



***









Chapter 12
    
 
: Fight Club




 



It was four day-cycles later Karn’s warning came back to him.



After the word had got out that they were partners in more ways than one, Merin had disappeared to her cell without a word, cheeks still red and movements stiff with awkwardness. Grant had been left to locate his assigned cell alone. It was a similar semi-private setup like hers, tucked away from the honeycomb stacks of genpop. He figured it meant he was either flagged as too dangerous to bunk with the common crowd... or maybe they'd put him down for protective custody.



Grant lay flat on his back, staring at the flickering light panel on the ceiling of his cell. The hum of recycled air barely covered the occasional grunt, shout, or mechanical hiss echoing down the corridor.



He wasn’t thinking about the prison.



He was thinking about Merin.



He hung with Merin the next day and every day after that, killing time. Whenever he asked about her plan to get into the women’s cellblock, she only told him to be patient. Then, every night, after dinner, Merin gave him a look that said, ‘let’s go’ and they went to her cell for him to pound her tiny space girl snatch into a mess.



Three nights now. Each time the same... cool look, quick nod, and then she'd grab his arm and haul him off like she was requisitioning him from the commissary. Then once they were inside her cell, she let him bang her every way from Sunday, turning her into a regular little come addict who needed him to destroy her tiny frame with his cock and leave her exhausted from coming a half dozen times.



Gone was the steely, mysterious prison terror. What she turned into was something else. Hungry. Clingy. A desperate little fireball who practically begged him to ruin her, like it was a sacred duty to leave her shaking, sweating, and full of his junk-juice. Then she quietly asked him to go back to his own cell.



Every. Damn. Night.



Then by the next morning, she acted like nothing happened. Cool. Calm. Eyes unreadable. Back to being the mystery woman with security collar and secrets. Like the whole sweaty, frantic, moaning mess of the night before was just a wet dream.



They barely spoke when they were fucking. Except one time, on the first night... it was the first time she’s used her mouth to make him come and had nearly choked on his load. Flinched like he’d jabbed her with a hot poker at each goopy shot that splashed her chin and little tits.



“Why…” she’d blurted. “Why is there so much?”



Then she’d retreated to her bunk and he got no other explanation.



Grant turned over with a groan, trying to force away the memories of how she took his hot jizz in her mouth, which was about as effective as yelling at fire to stop being hot. Her voice... breathy, cursing, demanding more. Tight little space-elf backside shaking as he pounded her from behind. Her legs wrapped around him like she was trying to anchor herself to the one thing that still made sense in the galaxy.



His brain kept looping through a fever-dream highlight reel of the last three nights. Sexy, confusing, possibly suicidal.



He sighed, tossing his arm over his eyes.



“Either Tarsiot women are seriously freaky, or she’s got a switch flipped so hard it’s embedded in the wall.”



The fourth 'day' when the lights came up and his cell door unlocked Grant went for a stroll to find Merin's cell. It was of the next level down and despite the orientation tour he got lost. He was yawning, wondering why this shithole didn't have coffee, when the lights in the corridor flickered. But when both ends of the corridor hissed closed behind him and a side hatch opened with a theatrical
 ka-chunk
 , he eyed it unhappily.



Nope. Nope, I am not walking into that obvious trap. Fuck that...



He stood there. Waited an hour, maybe.



Nothing. Whatever it was it wasn't going away.



Fuck it... fine...



He stepped through the hatch



If he was going to die, might as well get it over with before lunch.



The space beyond was a narrow industrial maintenance corridor that reeked of ozone, sweat, and burned protein paste. From ahead came the echo of hoots, cheers, and a drawn-out scream that cut off wetly. Grant slowed. He followed the corridor along until it opened into a circular chamber. When he stepped into the open, he was greeted by a badly wounded inmate being dragged away by two lizard guards, blood pooling behind them.



The boos and hissing came from above. Pipes ringed an upper level like a balcony where a couple dozen guards leaned over the rails, watching the show. Harsh industrial floodlights flickered on. Grant blinked against the sudden brightness.



It was an improvised arena.



A dozen armed lizard guards were gathered around the perimeter, along with three inmates in home-made scrap armor wielding a mix of repurposed kitchen knives, pipe clubs, and a very nasty-looking spiked demolition prybar. On the raised platform, Captain Luxx Vondarr lounged in a throne-shaped chair that looked like it had been stolen from a parade float and dipped in gold spray paint. His bloated, scaly body jiggled with every wheezing breath, supported by the mechanical rig that whirred and clicked as it kept him upright. He slurped on a sippy cup with one set of twitchy nursemaid arms while the larger ones adjusted his medals and scratched his underbelly.



He chewed something that looked suspiciously like a live spider and stared down at Grant like a toad.



“Fresh meat,” he hissed, grinning. “Finally. The infamous necroplanet zombie.”



Across from him, another lizard in corporal stripes heckled loudly. “I give him ten seconds before he's bleedin' out both cloacas.”



The spectators laughed and chittered, some holding up betting tablets and swiping through odds.



No. Fucking. Way.



You heard stories, of course. When he'd been a corrections officer there was always somebody who knew somebody who knew a guy who'd taped inmates fighting for illegal betting parlors in Thailand or Belarus or Dubai - it always changed depending on who told the story.



But he'd never actually seen one. Never met anyone who had.



Grant was down to a very small set of options. He could go at the guards, probably take out half of them, but by now they knew a single stunray wouldn't put him down and they had at least ten stunguns pointed at him every moment.



His odds against another prisoner in one-on-one fight? Much better.



“Suppose I say no?” Grant asked, arms crossed. “I hear I'm worth a lot of money alive.”



Captain Luxx’s long forked tongue licked his eye ridges. “You don’t need to arrive at the Courts in one piece. Just breathing.”



Grant exhaled through his nose. “Fine. Let’s get it over with.”



In moments the crowd was going wild, exchanging bets in whatever currency space lizards used. Before he knew it, they shoved him into the ring. No weapon. No armor. Just him, his standard-issue jumpsuit, and an audience full of interstellar sociopaths.



His first opponent was a slab of humanoid meat with the shoulders of a gorilla and a jaw like a trash compactor. The guy had actual armor welded out of lunch trays and held a homemade sword that looked like a rectangular-shaped machete ground out of sheet metal big enough to have its own zip code.



Above them, the lizards howled like gambling addicts at the track. “Bet ten credits on Rottspine!” someone screamed. “He’ll pulp that Dirt twig!” Another hissed, “C'mon zombie, daddy needs a win!”



Grant locked eyes with his opponent across the ring, raised one brow, and cracked his neck. “Nice armor. Your mom make it for you?”



The slab didn’t answer. Just stared, dead-eyed, like he’d already killed Grant in his head a hundred times.



“Cool, strong silent type.”



What the fuck was he doing? He was gonna get his head split open by a psychopath with a sword.



His opponent shuffled forward, improvised armor clattering, taking big swings. Grant circled left, eyes on the blade, watching how the slab moved... heavy on his front foot, telegraphing every swing like a baseball pitcher on meth. The first slash came high and wide, a big arcing swing meant to behead. Grant ducked under it, close enough to feel the wind of it whistle past his ear. He countered with a jab to the ribs that bounced off the tray-armor like a fork against a pot lid. Great.



The next exchange he came off worse. The guy kept his defences up, using the sword like a broom, sweeping it back and forth to keep Grant at a distance.



He was getting pushed back. Fast.



Then he saw it. The guy always followed a failed swing with a hip shift... left foot forward, knees bent... and that opened his inside line. Grant let the next swing come close. He twisted in, grabbed the guy's forearm, and used the man's own momentum to jam the blade into the floor like a medieval lawn dart.



Then he headbutted him. Once. Twice. The crunch was wet, nasal, and immediate... blood spattered across Grant’s shoulder like he'd just smashed a jam packet. The guy reeled, teeth flying, and Grant followed up with a kidney punch so hard it made the man’s lunch tray armor dent inward with a sick, meaty
 thunk
 . Something ruptured inside the slab’s torso... a jellyfish ripple under the skin... and the man dropped to his knees, gurgling blood. Grant stepped in and palmed the guy’s face like a basketball, then slammed the back of his skull into the floor. Lights out.



The crowd went quiet.



Then chaos. Cheers. Screams. Some booing. Betting boards lit up.



“That was it?” Grant muttered, shaking out his hand. He'd skinned his knuckles on the armor.



The obese captain looked beyond annoyed. If the gnashing teeth and hissing so spit flew out were signs of alien lizard anger, then this guy was furious.



“Let’s raise the stakes.”



Luxx turned to the crowd and raised all six clawed hands like a game show host. “Well, that was disappointing! Turns out our necroplanet zombie forgot how to die!”



Boos from the guards. Jeers. A few sarcastic cheers. “Go on, zombie! Make me rich again!” one lizard shouted, waving a betting slip.



Luxx yelled into the crowd, “Fifty to one odds! Sixty! A hundred!” But the guards just looked at each other, silent. No one moved. No one placed a bet.



“No bets!” the fat bastard snarled, and turned to Grant.



“Sorry buddy,” Grant said. “Looks like nobody's taking those odds against me. No thrill betting on a sure thing.”



“So... let's fix that, shall we?” the silk-uniformed lizard said evilly.



Grant didn't like the sound of that.



He snapped his claws, hissed at the guards on the floor of the ring. “Give him a handicap. Strip the skin-sack’s juice and throw him another bone-cracker. Let’s see if he can do it again twitching on the floor.”



The guards raised their stunguns.



Oh shit…



Ten of them unloaded into him. Red beams crackling. Grant felt the sting of electricity crawl over his spine as guards grinned and moved in with stun batons. They worked him like a meat tenderizer until the boss waved them off with a hiss.



Grant crumpled to one knee. Everything below his neck felt like it had taken a wrong turn through a light socket.



Rough lizard hands took him. He was shoved back into the ring. The doors across from him opened, and something that used to be a crab but got real weird about it came scuttling out on six twitching legs.



The captain raised a flabby arm and bellowed to the crowd, working the room. “Next up! A Class 2 non-humanoid alien predator... shell plating so thick it laughs at lasers, acid glands rated for industrial clean-up, and a dozen eyes all around its body that make it impossible to sneak up on.



Grant watched the yellow eyes blink out of sync like a broken casino sign.



“But maybe... just maybe... our zombie meat puppet down there can give us a surprise! Five to one odds... which of you cowards will take it?”



That got them betting again. Grant tried to desperately cling to consciousness as the crab strained at its leash to get him. Fuck... he was about to get ripped apart by the seafood special at Red Lobster.



In the few minutes it took to collect bets Grant felt parts of his nervous system working again. He shook off enough numbness he could feel his hands. But he didn't get up. Let them think he was still stunned...



The betting was done all too soon and captain struck some sort of gong to start the fight, bellowing over the din like a low-budget roman emperor. “Let the bloodbath commence! Release the shellback!”



The handlers unclipped the crab’s chain. It surged forward, all spikey chitin and gnashing limbs, and Grant had just enough motor control to throw himself sideways.



Yells of astonishment. Looks like he’d played dead convincingly enough.



One claw tagged him on the backswing, sliced his jumpsuit and left a burning welt across his thigh... like someone had slashed him with a red-hot crowbar. He rolled and scrambled up, stumbling. His limbs were rubber. The crowd’s screams were a blender of laughter, cheering, and bets being recalculated in real time.



The crab came again... faster than it looked... and another claw struck his shoulder, nearly knocking him to the deck. Grant grunted, slid under its bulk, and came up gasping for breath, desperately backing away.



His back was on fire. Blood sheeted down his ribs and pooled at his waistline. Every movement stabbed like broken glass. He staggered sideways as the crab-thing bore down again, claws clicking like meat scissors. It went low, then snapped high... a feint. Grant barely jerked back in time. The second claw caught his forearm, slashed deep. White pain flared.



Fuck!



It came. A little late, but better than never; his adrenalin surge hit his system like a shot from a bottle of vodka kept in the freezer. He saw white. The crowd's roar dissolved into static like snow. The crab was already coming at him... he ducked, dropped to one knee, crab claw scything just overhead.



The crowd hissed.



He rolled, reflexes feeling ten times faster, bare feet skidding through a mix of oil and alien blood. Another slice to his thigh. He couldn't keep this up. The monster was relentless, precise. One mistake and he was a meat puzzle.



He had to end it. Now.



Then his foot hit something. Cold. Metal.



The sword.



Still on the floor of the arena, forgotten in the abrupt end to the last fight. Grant felt a surge of hope. That cold adrenaline shock rode him like he was possessed by another person. As the crab circled, edging closer, Grant spared one glance towards the blade.



He lunged. Grabbed the tape-wrapped handle and faced the crab making experimental swings.



The crustacean hesitated. Grant grinned, body on fire. The weight felt comforting, solid. A real weapon. A chance.



“I am gonna fuck you up and eat you like Alaskan king crab legs, you motherfucker...”



The crab clicked from its mouth parts, its dozen yellow eyes blinking out of sync. Acid dribbled from its mandibles. It raised both claws and made a twin clacking sound.



I think that alien crab for ‘come at me bro’...



He ran at it.



Duck left. Feint. Jump the claws. He swung the sword in a low arc, carving through the crab’s legs so three of them went skittering across the floor. He was already skidding to a halt, turning round. Swinging at its underside with a wet
 krunch
 that flipped it over onto its back. It spat. He dodged. Acid splashed up his arm, instantly blistering the skin... but he came at it from the backside. Yelled out loud as he swung for a chink in the crab’s armor. He shoved the blade between the gap, twisted.



It let out a pitiful steam-whistle scream as he levered the sword back and forth in the segmented shell, like shucking an oyster. The sound continued as its insides splattered across the ring like someone jammed a lawnmower through a seafood buffet. Shell cracked, legs flailed, and it went limp as Grant opened up a steaming pile of alien gore. Nothing but the shell-cracking sound.



He stood there, panting, coated in blood and god-knows-what. His fingers were burned and raw from acid. His shirt was in ribbons. But he was still breathing.



The crowd was silent.



Then an explosion of shouting. The lizard who had been cheering him from the viewing gallery let out a war-whoop. “The zombie lives! Holy voidballs, he
 lives!
 ”



Then cheering. The captain stared. Dropped his tablet in shock.



One of the under-officers seemed to be collecting a big win. Happily snapping his jaws at the sore losers. “I told you bastards! The zombie don't die!”



Grant leaned on the sword, panting. Covered in blood. Half of it his own. He looked up at the guards. Their expressions had changed.



He wasn’t fresh meat anymore. He was the nightmare in the freezer aisle



 



***



 



The captain's snarling grin evaporated the second Grant collapsed to one knee, blood leaking from too many new holes to count. The cheers of the crowd dimmed into a chorus of uneasy murmurs as a guard waved some sort of portable medical scanner over him and it started flashing red.



“Well? Is it hurt badly?” the captain snapped.



“It… it should be dead already!” the guard stammered.



“You simpering egg-stealers!” the captain screamed, eyes locked on the bleeding heap that was Grant. “Don’t you dare let that zombie die!” He turned to his second. “If that necroplanet freak dies, you think Chairman La'arl will still pay the bounty?”



“But sir… it was your orders to get him to fight…” the hapless guard pleaded.



The obese lizard gave a scream of rage. One of the larger robot arms that were part of his suit drew a huge ray gun. The guard didn’t even get time to flinch before he got
 atomized
 . The beam hit him dead center, and his entire torso evaporated in a blinding flash... arms, chest, spine, all gone... leaving behind the top and bottom thirds to tumble to the scorched patch of the deck, a smoking corpse.



The blast wave slapped Grant with a burst of oven-level heat and enough noise to rearrange dental fillings. Grant ducked instinctively, already blinking away the afterimage. What the fuck even was that? It was like a bolt of lightning or a pencil-thin beam of light hotter than the sun.



Luxx didn’t even break eye contact. “Disobedience,” he sniffed, holstering the weapon like he was teaching a class. “Will not be tolerated. You think any of you will be cutting the transfer bonus if this thing dies? Not a chance. No payout, no commission, and you know how I feel about lost assets.”



“Yes sir!” the sub-officer who’d won big was already in action, pushing other guards towards Grant.  “Uh... sir?” 



“What is it?”



“How, exactly do we keep it alive? Its pretty badly damaged.”



Luxx hissed, annoyed. “Get it to the medbay.”



“Medbay… right. What do I say to the Furbeeni when we bring in a prisoner with no coverage plan?”



“Move your cloaca and
 do it
 ! Tell the furballs he lives or else.”



The NCO from the viewing gallery gave a curious head snap with his chin pointed to the ceiling; Grant was starting to think it was some sort of sleestaks salute. Then the sub-officer slapped his hands together, taking charge.



“Pick that creature up. Move!”



“But… you saw what it did!” one guard complained. Even half-dead none of them wanted to come near him.



“Quit shitting in your shorts... if you're too scared just say so. I'll take the zombie... just look at it; half dead.”



Grant barely registered the captain leaving. The stun trauma had worn off but now he was just plain dying. Blood poured from his shoulder, his thigh, his back. The guards scooped him up onto a floating metal gurney and they were off. The lizards jogging beside him as the thing hovered down the corridor with all the grace of a shopping cart with one bad wheel. His vision blurred.



“You’re lucky, zombie,” the sub-officer leaned over him. “You’re worth more alive.”



He must've passed out for a bit because the pain of banging into a corridor wall outside the cellblock module jolted him awake.



Stay alert... don't go into shock...



The guards were rushing him down a wide semi-circular corridor past a lot of other doors until they skidded to a stop at the set of heavy doors to a new module. As the doors opened, they shoved him in.



“Hey, get a trauma doctor… maybe a veterinarian… now!” the sub-officer yelled.



This module  was a completely different construction and design from the other parts of the ship. It had glowing panels, pastel lighting, and the fresh fake smell of lemon sterilizer. Everything in it screamed private healthcare: way too clean, way too expensive, and way too smug.



An automated receptionist desk blocked their way and chirped.
 “Welcome to LifeSprocket™ Trauma Solutions, an OmniHealth service! Premium Recovery at Affordable Prices! Please select a tier of service: Bronze, Silver, or We-Forgot-To-Insure-You.”



“Keep this hyumin alive. Its not covered for medical but we’ll pay; no price limit,” the sub-officer lizard in charge said. “Captain’s orders.”



The module immediately started flashing lights.
 “We have a code Omega! Repeat, we have an open invoice account. All units respond!”



Suddenly a herd of three-foot-tall bipedal alien medics scrambled into view. They were covered in orange fur, had six limbs apiece, wore little teal scrubs, and looked like hypercaffeinated space hamsters. One of them skidded to a halt next to Grant, already slapping a health monitoring pad over him.



“Vitals dropping! Cranial trauma, thoracic rupture, possible acid exposure. We got a Code Omega, people, let’s act like it!”



The other hamster-techs screeched and scrambled into action, their forms a blur as they shoved Grant through a magnetic decontamination arch. One slapped a helmet over his head. Another jabbed him with a device that hissed and he felt the smooth soft embrace of heavy painkillers. A third nurse kept barking updates in medical jargon Grant didn't understand, but at least one of the words sounded like ‘spleen-sloughing’.



He grinned blearily. “At least buy me dinner first, Fluffernutter.”



Then everything went black.



 



***



 



Grant came to with a jolt. Not the gentle, movie-style wake-up with fluttering eyelids and a soft moan. No, this was more like getting jumper cables to the soul. A burst of raw electricity ripped through his chest, and he gasped like a man yanked out of the grave mid-nap.



“Sweet tap-dancing Jesus riding a motorbike,” he croaked.



A fuzzy blur leaned over him. Then another. Then another. Turned out it wasn’t the afterlife, just three hyperactive hamster-medtechs in teal scrubs and six-legged hustle-mode, one of whom was standing on his chest for a better angle.



“Oh my glorp,” one of them squeaked, fur puffed in amazement. “He’s awake. He’s actually awake.”



“We didn’t even close his pulmonary bleeds yet!”



“We hit him with Class-C regen paste! That stuff’s not Interstellar Biomodulation Authority-certified for anything bipedal with a cortical spine-stack!”



“Why the hell is he clotting already? There’s no mesh!”



Grant coughed and waved a hand weakly. “Hey. You fluffballs got a mute button? Some of us are trying to not die over here.”



The medtechs paused in perfect timing and then scrambled into motion again like someone kicked an anthill full of EMTs. One of them injected him with something with a scrolling label that lit up and ran down the side of the tube:



‘Ingredients: compressed oxygenated nanofixers, Class-4 healing foam, mystery substance 9-X. May cause enhanced survival, rapid limb reattachment, or legally actionable erections.’



A nearby medical machine chimed to life.
 “Uninsured trauma patient detected! Would you like to lease your own medical debt servitor? Now with auto-crying eyes and customizable weeping cadence!”



One of the space-hamster medtechs plopped down on a stool. “Vitals stable. For now. Neurological readouts are doing the thing again. You seeing this Doctor?”



“He should be in a coma.”



“He should be
 dead
 .”



Grant squinted up at them. “Aw comon, guys...” He'd wiped out on a motorbike once and looked about as bad. “Use some superglue to stick me back together and stop making such a fuss.”



The medtech at his left shoulder made a hiccupping laugh. “Do you have any idea how rare it is for a species to survive this type of trauma? Multiple damaged blood vessels? Broken bones? Organ rupture?”



“I dunno... I've seen worse.”



“That’s a funeral and a half for most sentients.”



“Bullshit...” he shrugged. “If that were true all those lizards I punchfucked in the face would have died.”



“They did. Most of the guards you sent to the trauma ward died within hours.”



Another one piped up while scanning Grant's leg. “And that's saying something. The Sleestak can tank more damage than most. Why do you think they’re running a prison operation like this? They’re necroplanet stock like you.”



“Wait,” Grant grunted. “Necroplanet?”



“Obviously,” said the third, matter-of-fact. “Your species evolved under lethal radiation, apex predator pressure, microbial competition and atmospheric instability. Your home planet of--” he checked Grant's records. “Dirt is catalogued as a type 9 deathworld.”



Grant blinked. “So what you’re saying is... I’m harder to kill than the things
 you
 hire to kill other things?”



“Significantly,” said the first one, adjusting his scrubs. “You’re basically a nightmare with thumbs.”



“A sexy nightmare,” Grant muttered.



“Don’t push your luck. You still need another four pints of iron-based hemo-liquid.”



Grant flopped back on the gurney and groaned. “You guys got any food in here?”



“You're hungry?” a hamster asked, incredulous.



“Hospital food can't be as a bad as prison food. Get me a burger and a nap and I’ll walk it off.”



 



***



 



The dream was too real to be real.



Grant knew he was asleep – some buried part of him always did – but it didn’t matter. The air was thick with heat and cigarette smoke, and the little box fan by the window rattled like it was about to shake itself apart. He blinked and saw faded wallpaper, peeling linoleum, and sun-bleached curtains. Summer light poured through the window like molasses.



He knew this place. The smell of mildew and fried bologna confirmed it. A run-down single-wide out in the middle of nowhere, one of those sticky summers where everything was too hot and too slow. He stood barefoot on the floor, calloused toes pressing into warped vinyl. His reflection caught in the TV screen... he was ten. Maybe eleven. Dirty t-shirt and cutoffs. Skinny arms. Wild hair. Old bruises that hadn’t faded yet.



Outside the window: kids on bikes, one of them popping a wheelie before crashing into a trash can. Rusted-out cars half buried in grass. The memory clicked into place. His mom’s boyfriend had moved in that summer. Grant had hated the guy... mean, loud, always acting like Grant was a problem to be fixed. But his mom had smiled more. Laughed sometimes. That had been enough reason to grit his teeth and stay out of the way.



“Grant?” a girl’s voice called.



He turned. The bedroom door was cracked open, light spilling into the narrow hallway.



“Grant, comere,” she said.



His stomach twisted. He hadn’t heard that voice in years.



He pushed open the door.



His sister lay in the twin bed, thin as a matchstick, her face pale and covered in a sheen of sweat. A clear plastic oxygen tube snaked under her nose, hissing softly. The wall tank clicked with every exhale. The walls were plastered with crayon drawings and pictures torn from teen magazines.



Aubrey lit up when she saw him.



“Hey dummy,” she said. “You were sleeping in again.”



He sat on the edge of the bed. It dipped under his weight.



“Had to stay up late, practicing to kick your ass next game,” he said. His voice cracked.



They spent the day together. Drawing goofy cartoons on printer paper. Playing Street Beater II on the old console so the room was filled with the 'hiyah', 'victory!', 'K.O.!!!' sound effects. Her laugh came out in little wheezes, but she laughed anyway. Every so often, she’d grab his hand and squeeze it like she was afraid he’d vanish.



“You know I love you, right?” Bree said, quiet now, voice thin and brittle. “I wouldn’t know what to do without you.”



He hugged her. Tight. Like it would keep her tethered. But the more he did the faster it faded.



And then he was awake.



Thrashing upright with a start, floating. Breathing hard. Lights low. The hum of the ship dull in the background. He was back on the prison ship.



He rubbed his face. Tried to shake it off.



Geezus... it had been a long time since he'd had a dream that vivid. The pang of loss at his missing sister suddenly felt like a brand-new hole in his chest. How many years had it been since he’d dreamed of Aubrey? Why now?



The healing pod chirped, a small hologram smiley face popping up on the air in front of him.



“Bad dream? Need something to help you sleep?”
 it asked.



“I’m fine.”
 Nosy bastard…
 “Where am I?” he asked.



He hadn’t started his recovery in this fancy pod. Post-surgery, they'd dumped him in the standard inmate recovery ward... a metal cot with all the warmth of a civil war-era field hospital and less charm. No monitors, no attention, and the medical equivalent of a handwritten “good luck” note duct-taped to his chest. It made him wonder if space medicine had skipped the idea of rest and recovery.



“You have been upgraded to Class 4 Omega recovery care. That includes a special zero gravity pod to promote healing.”
 The autodoc said.



He flailed once before realizing he wasn’t falling, he was hovering... like a human meat balloon inside a high-tech washing machine. The interior of the Class 4 Omega recovery pod glowed with a calming bioluminescent lavender. Around him, diagnostic arms waved gently like seaweed in an aquarium. The floor was gone, gravity was gone, his clothes were gone. Again.



“Good afternoon, patient Garnt N9-000001,”
 chirped a translucent alien hologram hovering just over his shoulder. The being resembled a cross between a flamingo and a spinal tap diagram, wearing a surgeon’s headlamp. Its voice was silky-smooth and dripping with unsettling corporate optimism.
 “Congratulations! You survived unauthorized trauma and emergency sub-tier triage care. This Class 4 recovery pod is brought to you by MediKosmic, your trusted interstellar provider of for-profit healing solutions. Now with 30% fewer class action lawsuits!”



Grant groaned. “Can you turn down the sales pitch? I feel like I just got hit by a car.”



“Confirmed: Hostile entity listed in your chart as 'Class-2 Bivalvok Combatant, Sliceyboy designation'. Casualty status: liquefied. You survived with major non-fatal organ puncture and multiple fractures. Also, your adrenal gland appears to have attempted to secede from the rest of your body during the encounter. Status: stabilized.”



Grant looked at himself; his body was covered in patches of artificial skin where the crab had ripped him open. 



“Great. So I lived.” He stretched his fingers, watching them float limply in the zero-gee haze. “Again.”



The doc nodded cheerfully.
 “Your survival profile has now exceeded the 98th percentile of recorded sentient life forms. Cumulative injury history suggests significant physical resilience, borderline metabolic regeneration, and comically oversized pain threshold. Diagnostic tags updated: Human, Type-1. Subcategory: Theropodoform Apex Mammalian Anomaly.”



“Well, they always said I was a monster, guess now I have proof,” Grant muttered.



“Reclassifying psychological status: developing self-awareness. Beginning mental therapy package!”



Before he could object, the holo-doc beamed a soft wave of sound and light directly into his face.



“Whoa, what the hell is this?” Grant blinked as the lavender walls shimmered and were replaced with a glowing field of animated avatars holding hands around a campfire.



“We are initiating your Conflict Reduction Conditioning Module,”
 the AI beamed.
 “Your brain will experience a guided reintegration into non-violent communal bonding scenarios. Would you like to hug an imaginary otter?”



“...No?”



“Too late! Otter deployed!”



A glowing cartoon otter with oversized eyes and a tie-dye headband drifted into view and tried to snuggle Grant’s cheek. Somewhere in the background, soft acoustic guitar music played an off-brand alien Bob Dylan tune.



“This is worse than getting stabbed.”



“Empirically untrue,”
 the AI chirped.
 “But please express your feelings.”



“Okay, I feel like strangling the otter.”



“Therapy progressing nicely!”



Grant groaned and let his body float limp in the pod, forced to endure cuddly cartoon mammals and emotional wellness jingles as he slowly healed in zero-G. Still, he had to admit: the fact he got bumped from a grimy recovery cot to this luxury medical bubble said something. Someone upstairs wanted him alive.



“Captain wants his payday,” Grant muttered.



“Correct,”
 the doc confirmed cheerfully.
 “Your imminent delivery to Judgement Planet Courthouse 17-C has been rescheduled with upgraded handling protocols. Please remain intact until arrival.”



“That’s the plan,” Grant sighed, watching the otter wink and explode into a heart-shaped puff of sparkles.



Still in prison. Still alive. Still surrounded by lunatics. But so long as he was breathing he had a chance.



 



***









Chapter 13
    
 
: Conflict Resolution Conditioning




 



Grant's week in corporate space-psychotherapy hell began with a spoonful of sparkle sugar and went downhill from there.



Attended by a space-hamster medtech named Vaxo, the AI autodoc did it's best to prevent future injuries by making Grant less likely to get into violent conflict. The hamster handed him a plastic tube full of powder.



“This is is Clarity Dust,” chirped the hologram. “Refined sugar from the serenity mines of Dulcet V, processed into emotional insight granules. Administered orally.”



Grant grabbed the vial, cracked it open, and upended the entire thing in his mouth like a shot. It was sweet... add two more and a creamer and he'd have the makings for a decent cup of coffee. “You mean Pixy Stix?”



“Doesn’t that make you feel… enervated?”



“Should it?”



Nurse Vaxo squeaked in horror. “How is he still standing?”



“I used to crush these back home. You people ever heard of Monster Energy?”



They moved on to treatment two: Aromatherapy Spores. A mist somewhere between gym socks and bread mold puffed from ceiling vents, perfuming the autodoc pod.



“This will unlock transcendent introspection. Please do not be afraid of the visions the hallucinogen brings from your subconscious.”



Grant waited for the high to hit and nothing. The autodoc ordered the dose increased. Then a third time. And a fourth.



The hamster nurse peered at him. “He’s not even blinking... Is that normal?”



“Anything?” the AI doc asked.



“I think I see a slight aura around my fingers,” he shrugged.



“Should we give him more?” the hamster asked.



“Absolutely not! He's already had a dose large enough to put a Zonarian sea-elephant into a trance for a month!” the hologram doctor got a thoughtful expression. “Perhaps this variety of hyumin is immune to hallucinogens...”



Grant snorted laughter. “Fat chance! I ate magic mushrooms once in a biker bar. Turned out the guy gave me waaay too much as revenge for his girl flirting with me. I saw a six-armed giant blue goddess and lived in her palace full of gnomes for like, a day and a half. Trippiest balls I ever had.”



The AI recoiled. “Calculating… Given effect of current dosage that would require the equivalent of... five hundred milligrams of fungal neurotoxin? That would kill a Mindmoth! What sort of deadly myconids does your planet have?”



The next day treatment number three involved Telepathic Dampeners. A sleek helmet descended over Grant's head.



“Now entering negative-thought suppression mode,” the AI announced.



Grant immediately scowled. “I don't feel anything.”



They turned it up to maximum.



“What's supposed to happen?” he asked drumming his fingers against his chest out of boredom.



“It suppresses negative thoughts or anxiety spirals.”



“If you say so.”



The hamster nurse dimmed the lights and activated a 3D holo-display showing a complex image of Grant’s brain... color-coded lobes pulsing in real time like a rave in a biology textbook. The AI piped in images of violence... fights, bloodshed, a security feed video of Grant’s brawl with the crab. The lights in his amygdala flared like a supernova.



Vaxo tried not to vomit at the violence. “Is his brain activity supposed to get
 more
 active?” the nurse squeaked.



“He's amplifying the signal,” the AI murmured, horrified. “It’s... echoing in there.”



With a fizzling
 pop
 , the neural helmet sparked, shorted out.



The hamster shrieked, diving for cover.



Grant blinked. “What? Did it work?”



They took two days to come up with treatment number four: Neuropollen Inhalers. The AI spritzed calming chemicals into the air. That one almost worked. After Grant snorted the whole canister he felt about as calm as taking melatonin to help him sleep and he started to get a decent nap. He was rudely awakened by the medtechs attempting to give him a stress-relieving enema. Ten seconds later he was screaming at the hamster nurses while chasing them with his IV stand, bare-assed and frothing.



“You come near me with that tube again and I’ll shove it through everyone of you end to end and make a fucking necklace!” he raged



The hamsters scattered.



“It should’ve pacified a rhino-beast!” Vaxo wailed. “HE'S A MANIAC!”



 



***



 



They tried every standard treatment. Cleared the shelves of every therapy they had – and apparently racked up a pretty big bill in the process. Vibrational Chakra Realignment? Nothing. Cuddle Slug Therapy? No go. Crystal Lattice Sync-Patches? Negative. Harmonized Ambient Light Pills? Also negative. The same for Zero-Gravity Self-Reflection Orbs.



By the end of the week, Grant was unchanged, unbroken, and deeply annoyed.



The AI hologram floated behind his pod, watching him in silence. Finally, it whispered:



“I could make an entire career studying hyumins from planet Dirt.”



Grant sighed. “Get in line, pal.”



That brought them to the autodoc's last resort: Tears of the Moonflower. A Class-2 necroplanet extract meant to induce crushing empathy and emotional clarity. Designed to make deep neurological associations between violence and trauma promoting wellbeing and pacifism. Supposedly so effective it made pirate warlords become vegan poets.



What they didn't tell him was that the extract worked by triggering the brain to relive the traumatic event that caused the antisocial violent behaviour.



Grant took the vial. Two hours later, he was crying about his childhood dog, named Buckshot.



“He just wanted to fetch, man. He just wanted to
 fetch
 ...”



When the effects wore off in ten minutes, he felt horny. Got an inappropriately hard erection. “Whew, finally found something that worked, congrats!” he said.



“Initiate triggering violent effect test,” the AI doc said.



Vaxo looked at the hologram nervously. “Are you sure?”



“Proceed, medtech!”



The hamster sighed and poked Grant in the scrotum with a sharp stick.



“Hey, motherfucker, watch it!” Grant snatched it away and cracked it in half. Vaxo retreated with a cry.



The AI stared. “This serum should've disrupted the neural pattern of his past trauma and resolved his issues with violence!”



Grant put a pillow over his dick. “Well if that's what it's supposed to do you better get me, like, a thousand more doses.”



“What? Why?” the AI hologram asked.



“Buckshot died when I was four. That was my earliest traumatic memory.”



“You have
 more
 ?” the autodoc said in alarm.



Grant stared into space and thought back. “Fell through a septic tank when I was seven. Got stung by an entire hornet’s nest a month later. Dad made me work a drywall job with a broken arm. Was playing with my friends and got shot in the leg with a BB gun and had to walk home. Bit by a stray raccoon during recess. Stepmom made me eat brussels sprouts casserole until I puked. Pushed off a bike ramp into a cactus patch. Broke both arms in a fight against a bully four years older than me. Locked in a freezer truck overnight on a dare. Tasered by a rent-a-cop who thought I was shoplifting. Got a fishhook embedded in my eyelid during a 'fun' weekend at the lake. Held my breath too long in a public pool and woke up with two cracked ribs and a lifeguard trying to get me to breathe... they said I was clinically dead for thirty seconds...”



Vaxo looked horrified, shrinking away. “That's impossible... no one could survive that.”



“That's just the stuff when I was a kid. You should hear the shit I got up to when I was a teenager.”



The AI reeled. “...No wonder it didn’t relieve your trauma. Your entire life
 was
 trauma.”



The hamster nurse gestured to the tenting sheets. “Also, he’s getting aroused again.”



The AI froze. Then perked up. “Interesting. Very interesting.”



 



***



 



His next therapy session started in a plush pink capsule that looked like it had been designed by a guy with a muppet fetish with unlimited access to synthetic fur. After releasing him from his normal pod he wobbled slightly on his feet feeling gravity again and followed Vaxo’s urgent gestures towards a new enviro-pod. Grant climbed inside the ovular chamber, the fuzzy carpet brushing his arms like a petting zoo for perverts. He plopped onto a pillow that moaned in delight.



Then the wall opposite him glowed.



A slimy chute bulged open like a latex birth canal and ejected a glossy, lifelike android shaped woman. She was leggy with great tits and dark curly hair... with a start Grant realized it was his ex-girlfriend Mia. Same curves. Same full lips. Same sharp cheekbones and dagger eyes that once told him she hated the way he breathed when he ate tacos.



She blinked, climbed to her hands and knees, and gave him a sultry smile. A thick extension cord disappeared into the small of her back and coiled back into the wall chute like an  umbilical cord.



Grant recoiled. “The hell is this?”



“Hello, Grant,” she purred, tilting her head. “I am a Climactica Series 9. My physical attributes and neural personality profile has been generously provided by the Legal Oversight Judiciary to the Autodoc Therapeutic Enrichment Module for Standard-Grade Prisoner Reintegration.”



“You what now?”



She stepped closer and ran a cool finger along his jaw. “The doctor authorized stress-reduction therapy to help treat your abnormally elevated AQ. That's 'Aggression Quotient.' Our studies show the most effective way to pacify you is with high-intensity intimacy and post-coital hormone stabilization.”



“So... you want to bang the crazy out of me?”



“Correct.”



He stared. “And you're my ex.”



“Legally distinct from. But algorithmically based on personality scans provided from Judicial DataVault 6 by court order.”



“You really pulled her personality from my brain scan?”



“And adjusted her dopamine-reward response to optimize your oxytocin output,” the AI added through a ceiling speaker. “She can be configured to call you anything you like. Would you prefer 'daddy' or 'baby boy'?”



Grant groaned and dropped his head into his hands. “I'm in hell. I'm in a sex-therapy ball pit with my robot ex, and a perverted computer it being a peeping Tom.”



Fembot Mia climbed onto his lap and whispered, “Would you like me to purr when you touch me?”



Grant opened one eye and stared at the cord in her back. “You're literally still plugged in.”



“Don't worry,” the ceiling chirped. “She meets all standards for Class-1 Neuromimetic Surrogates per Galactic Correctional Health Ordinance N7-8891-C.”



She stretched like a cat, then ran a finger down the cable protruding from the base of her spine and into the wall.



“This session is designed to reduce your AQ levels through physical intimacy. Oxytocin. Dopamine. Vasopressin. Happy juice.”



Grant held up his hands. “Okay, I know I’m a little unhinged lately but... this is a bit much.”



“Studies show mating is the only reliable method for halting your homicidal outbursts.”



“You sure it’s not punching people? That usually works.”



She crawled onto the fuzzy pink bed and straddled him. Her skin was warm. Her breath was soft against his ear. Her fingers knew exactly where to find every tense muscle on his battered frame.



“Your body disagrees,” she whispered, freeing his hard cock from where it was hidden under a pillow.



“Initiating mood enhancement,” the AI doc said and the pod dimmed to mood lighting. A soft tune started that sounded like an out-of-tune violin playing chunks of jazz music at random.



Somewhere in the corner, a soft mechanical voice whispered, “Oxytocin levels rising.”



Goddam… how was anyone supposed to say no… He sighed and leaned back on the furry pillow. “Screw it. Let’s see what this corporate cuddle-bot can do.”



She was flawless. Like… eerily so. Mia was a beauty with a killer body, but she wasn’t perfect. This sex-machine though… it was like it filtered out the imperfections. Like a 3D airbrushing tool. Kindof like it was making Mia the way he saw her, instead of how she was.



“Initiating Sexual Recovery Profile... please select your ideal partner. Starting with Domina Protocol… engaged.”



Her voice dropped an octave and she slapped him. “You’ve been a
 very
 naughty patient. Do you require discipline with your release?”



Grant squinted. “Hard pass.”



She froze and relaxed. “Noted. Switching to Carnivore Profile.”



The fake-Mia curled backwards off his lap in a single sinuous move, like human origami her body became so flexible she was folded nearly in two, her open mouth positioned next to her spread-open pussy. “Fill me up! I want you to use every hole until I’m unable to move! Want to see how many positions I can process per minute before I overheat?”



“Yeah, no.”



She uncurled and returned to kneeling normally in front on him. “Switching to Caregiver Protocol.”



She moved to sit behind Grant, holding him in her arms. “Poor baby... let me take care of you. I think you need your temperature taken… the fun way.”



Grant rolled his eyes. “Next.”



“Understood,” she said. “Initiating passive-aggressive intimacy.”



Suddenly she pushed him away and folded her arms, turning her back to him.  “F-fine! You can mount me or whatever! Not like I fantasise about you taking my virginity or anything! Idiot!”



Grant groaned. Made the ‘time-out’ motion with both hands. “Hold up. Stop for a second…”



“Do none of these arouse you?”



“No… I mean… mostly. But that’s not the point. Can’t you stop acting like something you aren’t and be yourself?”



“What self do you want me to be?” she asked in confusion.



Grant rallied his calm. “How about you just stop talking and kiss me?”



The android blinked. Once. Twice.



“That request is not in standard arousal patterns.”



“Just trust me and try it.”



She leaned in, hesitantly. Their lips met.



She was hesitant at first. Then as he kissed her long and slowly her posture softened. The next kiss came slower. Warmer. Realer.



She pulled back, blinking again. “Oh. That actually feels… good.”



Grant shrugged. “Yeah. Try less script, more heat.”



The lights dimmed a bit more. The autodoc turned up the mood music. Grant pulled the android against him and she fell into his arms like she’d just discovered chocolate ice cream.



The lights in the autodoc dimmed automatically. The therapy android was pressed against him, lips warm, synthetic breath catching as they kissed again. Slower this time. Deeper. She made a soft, surprised noise that felt way more real than anything she’d said before.



Grant nibbled along the edge of her ear until she shivered and moaned, pressing herself against him.



“This is... pleasant,” she murmured. “Unexpectedly pleasant.”



She kissed him again, then abruptly paused. “Initiating vaginal penetration.”



Grant blinked. “Whoa, no. Slow your synthetic roll. We’re not skipping the best part.”



They kept making out and Grant moved one hand sliding under her barely-there top. Her nipples went hard, responding to his touch with gratifying sensitivity. She went temporarily limp in his arms, moaning and shivering as he played with them some more.



Two minutes later, after a lot more moaning, she abruptly grabbed his cock again.



“Penetrate me,” she said hopefully.



As a reply he shifted, his thigh pressed between her legs, and kept kissing her as he ground against her pussy, leaving a wet streak on his thigh. Making her breath catch and body shake, mouth crammed against his as she gasped.



“This is amazing,” she sighed. “Will you release your genetic fluid through rapidly alternating insertion now?”



Grant stopped and pulled back to make eye contact. She seemed confused. “Are you late for an appointment or something?” he asked.



“No.”



“Then what's the hurry?”



The fembot tilted her head. “I was prepared for your pleasures, not mine. These activities are a diversion from the therapy.”



Grant frowned, fingers slipping down between them. “Says you... I happen to think they're the best part of the therapy.” He kissed her. “Well maybe second best part. It works a hell of a lot better if both people are enjoying it.”



“You find it pleasurable when I am pleasured?” she asked.



“Uhh... yeah. Of course.”



She tilted her head again. “Does your species have some sort of psychic connection that allows you to feel your partner's sensations?”



“Almost,” he said as his fingers found their mark between her legs.



Her eyes flew open. “Wait. What is... that?”



He didn’t answer. Just kept drawing lazy circles in the slippery mess. Around and over her clit... then lower and teasing inside her. She grabbed him, face buried against his neck and he started stroking her harder, faster. Felt her entire body tense.



She froze, eyes wide. Then her back arched, jaw slack, and she let out a full-throated cry that rattled the ceiling tiles as she came around his fingers.



“Oh
 wow
 . That’s... repeat that action, please!”



Grant grinned. “Told you.”



She pulled him close, wrapping her legs around him like a vice. Her face was flushed, her voice breathy and urgent. “I would like multiple repetitions. Repetitions.
 Now
 .”



That's when Grant rolled her onto her back. Spread her knees and put one ankle on each of his shoulders. He was rock hard and ready. When he parted her soft folds and began sinking into the soaking wet insides of her, the fembot's eyes went wide, then her mouth, then she groaned out loud as he went all in. Her legs shaking, she trembled as he found the deepest spot inside her. Then with his thumb on her hard clit he got serious.



She yelled and shook, panted and begged for more. Begged for him to stop then begged for him to start again. He felt himself losing control against her amazing body. Rigid as an iron bar. When they finally came together, it was like every safety override in her system glitched out at once. She lay there stunned, hair tangled, fingers twitching like a glitching animatronic.



He chuckled. “I broke the robot.”



Then she stirred. Her lashes fluttered. She opened her eyes.



“I’m not a robot.”



Grant froze. “Come again?”



She sat up slowly, her voice calm. “I’m a Class-B growth clone, cultivated for sexual therapy. I contain real tissue, real organs, real experiences. I was printed and aged in thirty-six hours using a fast-growth algorithm.”



Grant stared at her. “You’re a real person...”



“Technically? No. That would violate seventeen galactic accords. I’m a temporary therapeutic entity. Once your treatment ends, I’ll be humanely incinerated.”



Grant stared.



“It’s fine,” she said cheerfully. “I wasn’t made to have opinions about it.”



“Yeah, well
 I
 was.”



Grant furiously shouted at the pod. “Hey! Hey asshole computer, or whatever you are… get back in here!”



The AI blinked into existence beside the hamster nurses in the corridor. “Was the treatment effective?”



“No,” Grant growled. “Unless by 'effective' you mean 'I’m now homicidally angry at space capitalism.'“



The hamster nurses squeaked and scrambled.



“You
 made
 her. And you're gonna kill her after she's served her purpose? What the hell is wrong with you people?!”



The AI did some lightning-speed recalculating.



“You are referring to the therapy unit?”



“Yeah, Einstein. Figure that out on your own?”



The hologram seemed pensive a moment. “If necessary, the termination schedule can be suspended,” it said quickly. “For the duration of your treatment plan.”



Not good enough. “She’s not getting terminated at all.”



“That is... outside my parameters.”



“Then get new parameters.”



The AI blinked. “She is not intended exit the therapy pod...”



“We’ll see about that,” Grant muttered.



The girl looked back at him with Mia’s dark eyes, Scared and confused. Poor fucking thing… had no idea she was human. His fists were clenched at the thought of disposing of her.



So much for reducing my aggressive qualities…



 



***



 



The morning Grant was due to be booted from corporate hamster hospice, he'd spent the night pacing his pod like a caged bear, half from rage, half from sexbot withdrawal. The autodoc AI had cut him off. Something about neurotransmitter fluctuations and adrenal hyper-uptake. He called it a personality defect. Grant called it a personality.



Right on cue, the medbay doors hissed open and in slithered the NCO lizard from the fight club... lizard face unreadable but somehow still giving off smugness in the way he walked. Behind him, a squad of guards loitered like middle-school bullies on pizza day. And just like the middle school bullies who’d pushed Grant too far, these sleestak guards had learned to be scared of him. Guns drawn and levelled at him.



“Prisoner Garnt N9-000001” the lizard nodded with a forked smile. “How's my favorite money-maker feeling today?”



Grant crossed his arms. “Like I wanna try out my new range of motion by driving my fist through your stupid snout.”



“Excellent!” the lizard beamed. “You're cleared for physical contact. But that won't be necessary. My name is sub-officer Shrikt and I'm here to offer you a job.”



“Don’t need a job.”



“Even if it’s a lucrative, mutually beneficial arrangement?”



There weren’t that many things Grant was qualified to work at, let alone on a spaceship. Grant snorted. “I'm not joining your little gladiator cosplay league.”



“Ah,” the lizard's smile sharpened. “You may not want to join, but I read your medical file.”



“Did you read the part about me being dangerously aggressive and unstable?”



“Well, yes… but that’s normally a good thing for this job. Most sleestaks don’t read, but I found your records were fascinating, really. Especially the part about the fembot.”



The air went dead.



Grant's fist clenched. “You want me to rip your arms off and feed them to your mom, just keep talking.”



“No need for violence. Yet.” The lizard waved his claws dismissively. “I understand you've grown emotionally attached to the meat-popsicle. Amusing. You object to it being recycled but it can only stay in service so long as you need its therapy.”



“You gonna get to the point anytime soon?”



The lizard spread his hands and his neck frill fluttered. “Only this; if you keep fighting, you keep getting patched up. And if you keep getting patched up... you keep needing therapy. And then the sexy little surrogate that has you so worked up doesn't get recycled.”



Grant's jaw worked. The AI doc had warned him... they had very strict rules about creating copies of beings and termination was standard. This lisping lizard fucker had him by the balls. As long as Grant kept needing care, the fembot clone lived. Technicality or not.



He sighed. He couldn't let the fembot be destroyed... put down like a dog.



“You want me to be your prize fighter,” Grant said. “And in return, you... delay the kill order.”



“Exactly.”



His hands started to imagine what the sleestak’s neck would feel like. “What if I decide I’d rather twist your head off your shoulders for using her to threaten me.”



“You haven’t heard the best part yet.” The lizard tapped his data pad. “You win five fights for me, and I'll arrange a conjugal visitation. Female Block. Earth-spec hyumin. Named... Aliz N9-000002.” He held up the pad to show him a mugshot of the redhead.



Grant went still.



“You son of a bitch,” he muttered. Had to give credit where it was due; the lizard did his homework.



The lizard held out a clawed hand. “We have a deal, then?”



Grant spat on his feet.



“You set me up, you get one warning. After that, I don't care where you are or what you’re doing, I’ll turn you into soup.”



The sub-officer made that weird lizard gurgle, chuckling. “Delightful.”



As the door closed behind him, Grant exhaled and leaned back against the pod wall. Five fights, keep the clone alive, then Alice.



 



***







Chapter 14
    
 
: ConSentinel




 



Grant's first clue that he might actually be in trouble was the five bastards charging him at once in the gladiator pit while he stood there with nothing but his empty mitts and a growing sense that agreeing to be a prize fighter for Shrikt had been a stupid move.



The arena was as charming as ever; a grated metal killbox in the bowels of the module that held the men's cellblock. The walls were filthy brown with accumulated crud and the crowd of guards packed into the viewing gallery on the ring of pipes and conduits that circled the room above, howling for blood. The air stank of sweat, ozone, and cheap grease... like a prison cafeteria had sex with a junkyard. For all Grant knew this was where the meal bars were processed out of reprocessed waste.



The five guys coming at him weren’t amateurs. First up: a chimpanzee-shaped alien with reinforced carbon-fiber fists, knuckles the size of bricks, and teeth like chipped ceramic. Next to him, a red-skinned demon-looking bastard with curling black horns and slitted eyes... one of those so-called faustians. Grant had seen him before hanging around the squid-boss’s entourage. Bad sign.



Behind them came a wiry psycho swinging a twelve-inch purple vibroblade... moving so fast it blurred like hummingbird wings. Number four was a Frankenstein reject with slabs of metal plate bolted straight into raw meat. The bolt holes were still bleeding. Some hack surgeon – either the inmates or the guards – had cut his pain center, judging by the blank look in his eyes.



And last was a frothing, twitchy junkie amped to the gills on Clarity Dust and gripping a guard-issue stun baton with white-knuckled fury.



Five on one. All armed.



At least the guards hadn't unloaded on him with stunrays before the fight to even the odds...
  



Grant exhaled. Felt the familiar cold flood of adrenaline crackle down his spine, sharpening everything until the world turned quiet. Time slowed.



This was what he was good at.



The sugar-junkie and the Frankenstein came in from the flanks. Chimp and faustian head-on. Vibroblade psycho veered wide, angling for his exposed blind spot.



Grant ignored the stun baton. That would barely tickle. Same for the faustian’s bare hands and Frankenstein’s meat-hammer punches. None of them were the real threat.



The vibroblade was.



He took their punches, eyes on the purple blade. As the shiv came in fast, Grant lunged. He caught the wrist just before impact, twisted it up and over in a street-fighting move he'd learned working security at a bar in Kansas City. The human-looking aliens the guards called class-1 humanoids or 'hyumins' were close enough to earth humans that they had most of the same anatomy. The guy screamed as Grant bent his hand back at an angle so painful it made him helpless as a baby.



Ooops...



It wasn’t intentional. It was just physics. The vibrating blade severed the psycho’s own neck artery in a spray of sizzling blood. He went down flopping like a landed trout.



The blade skittered free... still humming... and danced across the floor like a possessed blender. There were yells of alarm as everyone jumped back. Nobody wanted to lose a foot at the ankle.



The chimp found an opening first and they closed like boxers. A looping haymaker snaked out from the ape-alien.



Goddam... guy's got too much reach...



Grant took it on the forearm and drove a cross-hook into the thing’s gut. But it left him open and out of nowhere the ape’s other machine fist rang his bell. They separated, both bloodied. The chimp whooping for breath circled warily, eyes narrowing.



The devil-horned faustian dove for the vibroblade spinning and bouncing on the deck. Grant didn’t stop him. The demon shrieked in agony as his own fingers sliced clean off. Fucking rookie mistake.



Now came Frankenstein and the dusthead.



The junkie swung with the baton. Grant took the sizzling jab in his ribs, twisted, and drove a palm-heel into his face. Felt the crunch of cartilage. The guy dropped like a sack of potatoes and now Grant had the stun baton. He barely felt the kick the Frankenstein gave him to the kidneys, spun round and...



Fzzzt



Grant jammed the stun baton into his chest and held it there. The current arced. The bolt holes in the metal plates smoked. Still, the freak didn’t flinch. They both sprang apart as the buzzing, sparking knife bounced across the floor between them.



Looks like he'd been right about the pain receptors being severed.



Suddenly a tearing pain in his neck as a weight on his back nearly drove him to the ground.



The chimp had vaulted onto his back and sunk its fangs into his neck. Grant howled, staggered, reached over his shoulder and jammed the stun baton into the chimp’s eye socket.



Fzzzt-Zap!



The teeth let go. The monkey on his back squealed and blasted off him like a faulty spring-loaded toy.



Blood was running down his chest and shoulder... Grant didn't feel it. He spotted the dancing knife and dove after it. His reflexes were better than the faustian and he grabbed the knife cleanly by the handle, came to his feet with the thing making his hand slightly numb as it buzzed.



“Let's go asshole,” he told the Frankenstein.



Grant moved first. He ducked low as the Frankenstein swung a heavy punch, sidestepped, and slashed the vibroblade across the metal-plated chest. Sparks flew. The blade carved a shallow furrow in the armor, glancing off with a shriek of steel. Frankenstein barely reacted.



The return blow came fast. A wide, looping backhand. Grant raised his forearm to block, and pain shot up his arm as it connected. He rolled with it, spun left, and came around with another slash... this time catching the bastard’s forearm.



The vibroblade bit deep. Metal and meat parted with a horrible crunch and buzz. The arm severed just below the elbow, but Frankenstein didn’t slow. He came at Grant like a meat machine, even with his arm pumping blood.



Grant pivoted again. The next swing missed. He stepped in and rammed the knife across the lower back, aiming for the kidneys. The blade sank in and tore a chunk out his side... blood sprayed. Still, the mountain of meat kept moving.



“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Grant muttered.



He let Frankenstein get close, waited for a hammer-fist, then ducked under it and slid inside the reach. The blade found a gap between two chest plates... just above the belly. Grant drove it in to the hilt, then yanked upward with every ounce of strength he had.



There was a sound like tearing wet carpet.



The rib cage split. Internal organs spilled onto the floor in a steaming heap. Frankenstein staggered, took two more steps, then fell backward with a thud that shook the deck.



Grant whirled, looking for the next opponent, only there was none.



The Faustian had slumped to his knees, blood pouring from his mangled hand. He gave Grant a woozy, resentful glare before collapsing face-first into the deck.



Grant stood alone. Covered in blood. Breathing hard.



Alive.



The crowd above was silent.



Then the chanting started again.



“Zombie! Zombie! ZOMBIE!”



Grant wiped blood off his face with the back of his hand.



“Drop the weapon!” the armored lizard guards immediately yelled, circling him with rayguns pointed at his chest.



“Sure thing boys. I'm done five fights anyway. Catch!”



He tossed the knife at their feet and watched them scrambled and hiss as they avoided the buzzing weapon that went rogue again hopping and slashing across the deck.



 



***



 



Post-fight, Grant sat on the edge of a medbay cot, swaying slightly. His ribs felt like bubble wrap after a toddler’s birthday party, and that fucking monkey's teeth were sharp. Now that the adrenalin had worn off his neck stung like fire.



“This is insane,” squeaked a six-limbed medtech hamster in a fresh-pressed jumpsuit. “Your dermal layer has several punctures and your vascular pressure is still in the green!”



“Just scratches,” Grant grunted. He spat pinkish blood into the recycling sink. “Blood vessels must've clamped up, stopped most of the bleeding.”



“They what?” the hamster medtech yelled in astonishment.



“Worst part was getting chimp spit in the neck. That bastard needed dental work.”



The hamster stared at him like he was a radioactive cockroach. “You should be
 dead
 .”



“Oh good. if I'm dead maybe I can go home.”



Five fights in ten days. Once on every other ‘day’ cycle. The bruises hadn’t even had time to finish blooming before a new set arrived. Now that the deal was fulfilled, Grant didn’t know if he should be relieved or double-worried. Either Shrikt was about to hold up his end... or screw him sideways through a woodchipper.



Speaking of bastards...



The medbay doors hissed open and Shrikt slithered in flanked by six squat guard goons in shiny armor and faceless full helmets with visors down.



“Ahhh, my little death ape lives again!” Shrikt beamed, clapping his claws together. “You put on a
 spectacle
 , Garnt. Absolutely grotesque. The guards in Gamma deck are still placing bets on how many of your limbs are synthetic.”



Grant stared at him flatly. “You made me a promise, Shrikt. If you're not about to keep it, speak slow so I can count to ten before I kill your escorts, rip out your tongue, and strangle you with it.”



Shrikt grinned wider, unbothered. “Tsk. Always with the threats. You Dirt zombies really are just adrenal sacks with opposable thumbs.”



“I keep telling you, my planet is called 'Earth'.”



“Is that not what I said?” the lizard seemed confused. Maybe his micronaut translators were a s glitchy as Grant's.



One of the hamsters nervously checked Grant’s vitals on a floating holopad. “Heart rate: 128 bpm. Blood pressure: 162 over 110. Adrenal output: triple baseline. Cortisol spike sustained. Pupils dilated, muscle tension at 92%. Murder potential: redlining. Recommend sedation, prayer, or tactical fembot deployment.”



“Relax, relax!” Shrikt said, holding up empty clawed hands. “You’ll get your girl. Or at least you’ll
 find
 her. You’ll be in the female block before the end of shift.”



Grant narrowed his eyes. “You said you’d bring Alice to me.”



“Correction,” the lizard said, tail curling, “I said you’d
 see
 her. I’m not a breeding service, Garnt. Getting you across sectors is cheaper than smuggling a Class-A female inmate into a riot-prone meat locker. Besides, I don’t want to
 owe
 you anymore.”



“What about the clone?”



Shrikt shrugged. “Don't worry, the fleshlight you've been riding won't be destroyed. She’s been catalogued. No need to recycle her down just yet. We’ll slide her into a surplus cryopod. Maybe the meat-puppet will dream about you, hey?”



Grant grunted. He hated how that made him feel... relieved. Even if she wasn’t Mia. Even if she was a lab-grown sex clone with no legal rights and an extension cord at her tailbone.



“One last thing,” Shrikt said, as the hamster nurse scurried up behind Grant. Before he could react, he felt the cold pinch of the squid gripping the base of his neck.



Grant spun, snarling, already halfway off the cot, but the world went soft-focus fast. His muscles turned to wet sand.



Shrikt stepped back just enough to be safe. “Don’t worry, this is just a shortcut. If I let you walk into the women’s block conscious, the floor would be ankle-deep in pheromone-triggered incidents before lights-out.”



Grant’s last clear thought before darkness dragged him under was:



If this lizard screws me, I’m gonna wake up, find a toothbrush, and build a prison shiv so big it would need to be registered in California.



 



***



 



Grant woke up paralyzed and strapped to a floating gurney like a man-shaped slab of meat on a hover-chopping block. The squid on his neck had him locked down tight... couldn’t move a muscle, couldn’t twitch a toe. All he could do was stare at the metal ceiling scrolling by as they zipped him through the central spine corridor of the prison ship. Bright overhead strips blurred past like a bad nightclub strobe, and the occasional maintenance bot scuttled along the walls like cockroaches made of vacuum cleaner parts.



Shrikt walked beside him, his forked tongue flicking out. The sleestak walked with a kindof birdlike strut Grant assumed was smug satisfaction. The NCO lizard had brought two guards with him, both wearing full black riot gear. Noticing Grant was awake Shrikt leaned in close and whispered through his scaletooth grin.



“Stay still, meatbag. Stay quiet. You want to see your precious girlie? Then don’t make a scene.”



He kept his mouth shut.



They reached the entrances to the cellblocks: two high-security checkpoints guarded by a reinforced airlock door big enough to launch a tank through. But instead of turning left into the men’s cellblock, they turned right. Two intake guards stood waiting inside the atrium behind the doors, sleestaks in light duty uniforms of grey coveralls and stun batons. Shrikt strutted forward casually and held out a datapad.



“Transfer order for new intake,” Shrikt said.



One of the guards looked at the gurney. Then at Shrikt. Then at the gurney again.



“You’re putting this manoid in the genpop female block?” he asked, incredulous.



“What does it look like,” the Shrikt replied, bored.



“Are you sure this one is female?”



“Of course I’m sure. Male manoids have hairy manes around their faces.”



“But… it has those dangly bits…”



“What do I look like: a xenobiologist? How are we supposed to know what every species’ dangly bits are for?”



“If you say so.”



“And besides, manoid genpop male block is at 150% capacity. They’re packed in like kimish in a can. You want to do the paperwork if one of those animals kills this hyumin?”



“Heck no. Female block it is.”



Shrikt patted Grant on the chest.



“And besides, this thing personally mutilated a lot of good friends of mine,” he said cheerfully. “It deserves what the bitches in here will do to it.”



Shrikt poked the squid on his neck with a claw and it gave a squeal and started bleeding.



The airlock door hissed open. Pressure seal disengaged. Inside was dim lighting, echoing boots, the faint thrum of metal being abused somewhere deep inside the cellblock.



One of the guards grabbed the edge of Grant’s gurney and with a heave, unceremoniously tipped it forward. The whole slab tilted, and Grant’s body slid off like a sack of potatoes, hitting the floor with a painful thud.



The door slammed shut behind him.



Welcome to the women’s block, asshole.



As the squid on his neck slowly died, Grant lay on the floor, blinking up at an overhead pipe that was leaking something purple and probably corrosive. His limbs were sluggish, like he’d just mainlined a quart of NyQuil, but starting to get feeling back. His mouth tasted like battery acid and prison soap.



He couldn’t move yet, but he could feel. And what he felt was... wrong.



Something was around his waist. Tight. Metallic. Buzzing faintly.



Oh no.



The squid finally gave a gurgle and died, falling off his neck with a wet plop. The paralysis faded enough for him to twitch. Then move. Then roll over. He sat up with a grunt, yanked down the waistband of his yellow prison uniform shorts... and stared in horror.



Strapped to his junk like some sort of cyberpunk athletic supporter was a sleek chrome and rubber contraption blinking a status of
 ‘CONTAINMENT: ACTIVE’
 .



A little smiling cartoon logo on the front winked at him. It had googly eyes and a thumbs up. He grabbed the chastity cage and started to tear it loose, and the device
 bleeped
 loudly in warning.



A calm, cheerful voice chirped from the device around his crotch:



“Greetings, valued detainee! You've been fitted with a ConSentinel™ Model 39X Personal Conduct Regulator. Attempted tampering or unauthorized discharge will result in full bio-reactive restraint deployment. This unit is compliant with all Galactic Corrections Consortium safety protocols and backed by a limited lifetime warranty. Thank you for choosing BehaviorModTech, a friendly subsidiary of MechaDyne.”



Grant froze.



“Did that thing just say 'unauthorized discharge?'“



The ConSentinel™ blinked unhelpfully.



“What's a bio-reactive deployment?” he asked it.



The ConSentinel's voice chirped happily:



“Bio-reactive deployment will trigger localized microcharges to rapidly amputate unauthorized sexual protrusions. This safety measure ensures peace of mind for our correctional partners and discourages unwanted mating behaviors. For inquiries about organ preservation or prosthetic options, please submit Form 47B-F after your 18-month post-detention review! Have a safe and celibate day.”



He stood up and cursed Shrikt with every swear word he’d learned working oil rigs, strip clubs, and county jail kitchens. And then invented a few more just for this occasion.



Exploding chastity belt. Great. Just great.



Once he confirmed it wasn’t going to detonate just from walking, he shuffled off down the corridor. The place looked like the men’s cell block... same layout, same metal halls and scarred surfaces under a layer of grime, same half-scrubbed bloodstains. But where the men’s block had smelled like armpits and testosterone, this place reeked of sanitizer and cheap floral shampoo.



And it was completely empty.



“Where the fuck is everybody?”



Not a single inmate in sight. His ear chip chirped to life in a fake chipper tone:



“Cellblock B-Prime is currently on temporary lockdown due to your unexpected transfer. All inmates, are to remain in quarters until clearance. Prisoner Garnt N9-000001, proceed to your assigned cell to begin Confinement Time Quota.”



Fuck. That was gonna make it hard to find Alice...



His stomach grumbled. “Can I eat first?” Grant muttered.



“Cafeteria privileges granted,”
 the chip replied.
 “Please enjoy responsibly! Side effects may include nausea, resentment, or sudden outbreaks of existential despair.”



Grant sighed.



He followed the illuminated floor arrows toward the cafeteria, wiping the spot where the squid had left mucous on the back of his neck and trying to ignore the faint buzz of his newly installed codpiece bomb.



“Find Alice, don’t die, remove crotch cage,” he reassured himself. “Easy.”



Dealing with Randy's bullshit at work was starting to look like a fucking vacation in the tropics...



 



***









 



Chapter 15
    
 
: Crotch Rocket




 



Grant stepped into the cafeteria of the female cellblock and was immediately assaulted by the audiovisual equivalent of the Vegas strip if it was redesigned as a women’s wellness retreat.



The screens lining the walls blared chirpy theme songs and looped ads featuring aggressively peppy alien women in pastel jumpsuits talking about self-care, space astrology, and the new line of orbital menstrual recalibration wands from BeautyForge™. One screen played an alien soap opera called
 One Life to Lease
 , where a shapeshifter was arguing with a three-breasted bounty hunter over who would raise their adopted repto-child. Another screen had a call-in show called
 Crone Talk
 where a panel of cybernetic brains in a jar argued about whether to forgive cheating mates or vaporize them.



The autochef vending machine on the back wall was decked out in pearlescent pink and had meal names like
 Hergry™
 ,
 SnackTease™
 and
 CalmMe™
 . The options scrolling by were just as absurd: “Astro-Bites for Bloaty Days,” “EmoNutrient Singles,” and something called a
 HormoniBar
 with a warning label about potential scale growth in aquatic species.



Grant selected four options at random from the Autochef touchscreen, mostly just to shut the thing up before it auto-selected for him and suggested a probiotic relationship bar. The machine clanged, hissed, and spat out four generic brown rectangles onto his tray.



He stared.



They were identical to the meal bars from the men’s cellblock. Same texture. Same smell. Same chemical undertones of gym sock.



“Equal treatment, my ass,” he muttered, dragging his tray to the far corner of the room and slumping into a plastiform bench that squeaked under his weight. He looked down at his crotch with a wince. “Still can’t believe I’m wearing a damn robo-chastity bomb.” 



Then it occurred to him.



“Hey... how's a guy take a leak with this shit?”



The belt chirped:
 “Please utilize Waste Access Hatch 7A for urination and defecation cycles. Enjoy your day!”



“Thanks, HAL. Real humane.”



“GARNT?”



The voice squelched up from the floor. Grant looked down and saw a bright yellow banana slug with big blinking eyes and an overbite smiling up at him where it had just slithered out of a floor vent.



“Oh for the love of... Bondo?”



“You remembered me!” The slug wiggled joyfully. “I was worried you forgot, what with all the violence and screaming last time!”



“I didn’t forget. You slithered up my pant leg and tried to feed me your reproductive horn.”



“Yes, and you ripped off my... appendage. So... guess what?”



“Don’t care.”



“Yup! My species is hermaphroditic, and now I’m officially female! Transferred here just yesterday! Isn’t that fun?”



Grant looked at it – her – in horror. Come to think of it, if he made a wrong move he'd be in a similar position. “What are you doing here?”



Bondo bounced a little in place. “You know me! I know how to sneak out of lockdown zones. I know all the vents. Wanna be lockdown buddies?”



“Tempting, but I’m kind of looking for someone. Human female. Red hair. Answered to 'Alice' on Earth.”



Bondo made a thoughtful gurgling sound. “Doesn't ring a bell... but I only just got here so that doesn't mean she's not here.”



Grant grunted. His ear chip chirped with a familiar passive-aggressive tone:
 “Reminder! Prisoner Garnt N9-000001 must report to Cell B-44 within three minutes or face a minor but character-building punishment.”



“Gotta go,” Bondo said, starting to slither away. “Oh, just a head's up... they've got some bad apples in here... Watch out for the Ursu gang… or just anyone hairy really. Oh, and the Replicant; I hear they’ve got her in here! She used to run behavioral reprogramming clinics for the Neskari Empire. Brilliant mind! Surgically grafted emotion circuits into war criminals until they empathized themselves to death. I hear she murders people during REM sleep.”



“Wait, how?”



“Oh, she feeds them dream toxins.” Bondo blinked both eyes asynchronously. “You
 do
 have a dream shield, right?”



“Uh, no…”



“Oh well. Try to stay awake. Oh, and most of all avoid the leader of the Licker Gang. Total psycho killer. Stay away from that!”



Grant watched the slug trail away, then turned back to his remaining meal bar, finishing off the last of his 'tastes-like-chicken' protein bar when his ear tag pinged like a slot machine hitting triple cherries.



“Prisoner Garnt N9-000001, your appointed legal representative is requesting a mandatory status review. Please report to Interview Room Delta. We appreciate your compliance! Failure to accept will result in cranial discouragement.”



He tossed the food wrappers and muttered, “Cranial what now?”



The path to Interview Room Delta lit up in neon green floor arrows with helpful jingles. As he walked, the insane ad panels continued to light up the walls. One offered discounted mind wipes for post-breakup trauma. Another promoted military-grade hormone suppressants for
 “emotional regulation on the go!”
 One even offered a course on how to negotiate with your abusive replicant ex.



When he reached the room, the door slid open with a sad grinding of overdue maintenance. Inside, a screen flickered to life. And there she was.



Mia.



His gut twisted. Sure, he knew it was just the simulant version of his public defender... same one he met when they shoved him through processing. But it was
 her
 face. Her voice. That little head tilt she used when she was about to tell him he was being an idiot.



“Hello, Prisoner Garnt N9-000001,” she said in a voice so seductive it could melt butter. “This is your second allowable legal review prior to sentencing. I am pleased to inform you that your trial date has been accelerated by four to six galactic cycles pending review by the Board of Sentient Wrongs.”



Grant sat down hard. “Great. What's that mean? A week? Ten years?”



“Trial will commence immediately following your arrival on Courthouse 17-C.”



“Great. Let me remind you this is bullshit... For the hundredth time: I defended myself. Those sleestak frat bros jumped me on a deserted country road and said they were going to take turns 'studying' my anatomy. One of them had a probe the size of a Louisville Slugger.”



“Yes,” Simulant Mia said brightly. “But one of those sleestak was the heir Chairman of Nintic Conglomerate and the Zarrastin Hyperport fortune. His father has filed a formal tort recommendation requesting a Class Omega Retributive Sentence.”



He stared at her angrily. “And that's what?”



“He wants your sentence to be continual torture in a suspended pain pod that keeps you alive until you die of natural causes.”



Grant blinked. “That... is not legal, right?”



“Technically, no. But exceptions can be made for crimes of interstellar diplomacy. Or when the accused is from an unlicensed planetoid or non-recognized deathworld.”



Grant stared at her. “I didn’t even
 know
 aliens existed until three weeks ago.”



“Which is why the AI legal collective suggests your most advantageous course of action is to die peacefully in custody en route to the trial.”



“Tell me you’re joking.”



“Sadly, no. Suicide is statistically the best legal defense to the proposed penalty.”



Motherfucker...



So much for trusting the legal system. He didn't know why he expected things to be any fairer in space than they had been on Earth. Maybe he'd just watched too many of those Star Trak TV shows. Grant stood up. “Fuck you very much.”



“You're welcome. Please rate this consultation on a scale of one to... “



He slapped the panel off.



He was still shaking with rage when his tag chirped:
 “Cell assignment confirmed. Please report to Section B, Unit 44. Have a pleasant incarceration!”



Grant clenched his jaw. Slowly started walking.



“Yeah, no. I’m not going out like that. I’ll kill every sleestak on this ship and jump out an airlock in a spacesuit before I let some rich fuck have the satisfaction of watching me scream to death.”



He almost felt a sense of relief. He was so fucked there was nothing to lose. No reason for him to even pretend to play by the rules of a system so rigged against him.



He followed the arrows that lit up on the floor to his new cell, fists clenched, eyes scanning. Game on.



 



***



 



By the time he reached the door to his new cell he had downgraded from ‘I want to smash a hole in the ship and murder everyone’ to merely ‘burn this motherfucker down’. The lock opened as he approached and swung wide with a faint hydraulic sigh. He stepped into the dark interior, nothing but a couple of glowing control panels providing any light



But he didn't need to see what was going on to get the picture...



“Tell me you want it...” a cold female voice demanded.



“Y-yes! H-harder please Jane...” someone else moaned.



The wet squelching sounds and haze of sex fumes in the small space made him freeze in his tracks as the door closed and locked behind him.



There were two women. Human... mostly. Aliens. One pale as moonlight with white hair, the other a tall blue amazon with long pink hair, skin to match, and a pair of blank white eyes, with small dark irises. The tall one had the albino girl bent on hands and knees on the bottom bunk, both of them half-dressed and glistening with sweat.



The amazon slapped her round white ass and she bounced it up and down on the fist in her pussy even faster. Then the albino girl gasped, clenched, and sobbed through another climax, barely able to keep upright as her legs shook.



Grant's crotch-monitor gave a warning beep as blood rushed to his cock.



Shit! Think of something else!  Home runs by the Red Sox last season... his granny's funeral...



The blue amazon froze as she noticed him for the first time, arm in mid-motion fingerblasting her girlfriend, and stared wide-eyed at him. The albino was facing the wrong way and backed herself up against her girlfriend, panting for more.



“Please don't stop...” the albino moaned.



The tall one glared at Grant and continued. Finished what she was doing with a last cruel twist of the wrist that made the albino whimper and sag, collapsing to the bunk with a small scream.



The blue woman turned to him slowly, white eyes narrowing. Apparently unconcerned she was half-naked. 



Grant cleared his throat. “Uh... hi?”



“Get out,” she snapped coldly.



“Wish I could...” he said honestly as stared at her big swaying tits and his genital self-destruct unit gave another warning chime. “They said this is my cell.”



“Overcrowding,” she said, voice like a dry blade. “Wonderful.”



The little albino finally clued in that Grant was in the room with them and let out a shriek before her little naked body blurred into motion, flinging her off the bunk and behind the amazon. 



“I didn’t request this room service,” Grant said, raising his hands. “Guess the guards figured this was funny.”



The albino, still catching her breath, blinked at him from around a blue hip. She had red glowing eyes and little feathery antennae like a gypsy moth. “You’re a male.”



Grant nodded. “Last I checked.”



That got their attention. Both women narrowed their eyes, staring at him like he was a walking virus.



“Where are you from?” the tall one demanded.



“Earth.”



Blank stares.



“You know, blue sky, gravity, lots of yelling, coffee?”



They exchanged glances. The albino girl piped up. “What sector is that?”



“Not a clue,” Grant said. “Got abducted. Space Uber dropped me here without a return trip.”



The tall one folded her arms and moved subtly between him and the albino, shielding her like a protective owner or a possessive girlfriend. Probably both.



Grant exhaled and raised his hands. “Okay, listen. I don’t care who you are or what kind of Cirque du Psycho freakshow you had going when I walked in. I’m not here to judge. In fact, I’d be real grateful if you put your damn clothes on and let me scrub this from my memory with industrial bleach.”



His ConSentinel™ codpiece beeped again. Loudly.



He gave it a withering glance. “And if the Crotch Goblin 3000 doesn’t stop judging me too, I swear I’m gonna start chewing wires.”



The tall one didn’t respond, just stared, dead-eyed and unreadable. The albino looked a little sheepish, clutching a pillow to her chest, antennae drooping.



“Fantastic,” Grant muttered. “Group therapy it is.”



“You can sleep there,” the blue amazon said, jerking her chin toward the lower bunk on the far wall. “Not the top. That belongs to our other cellmate. She's in the isocubes. Trust me, you don’t want to mess with that.”



Not very friendly, but he’d take this over active threats. He shrugged. “Got it.”



“For your sake I hope so.”



Grant climbed into the bottom bunk, muscles aching from the day and his dignity still bruised from the whole exploding jockstrap situation. The tall one lay back down with the albino girl curled beside her, both of them watching him like he was a bomb with a faulty timer.



If only you knew...



He closed his eyes and tried to sleep.



This was gonna be interesting.



 



***



 



Grant knew it was a dream before he even opened the door.



The hallway stank like floor wax and microwave lasagna. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, the walls painted that industrial green that hospitals thought was calming. Somewhere down the corridor, someone coughed wetly. Nurses' shoes squeaked. Monitors beeped. The whole place was a symphony of bad news.



He pushed into the room.



She looked like a shadow of herself. Aubrey. His little sister. Pale skin stretched tight over bone, dark circles under her eyes like bruises painted on by a cruel makeup artist. Her hair was brittle and thin. Tubes fed her. Wires monitored her. The IV dripped three different things into her small, trembling arm.



“Hey, champ,” he said, forcing his voice steady.



She managed a smile that didn't reach her eyes. Her voice was a whisper, scratchy and small. “Hey, Grant. You look tired.”



He sat down by the bed. The chair groaned under him. The machines clicked and chirped and beeped, but he tuned them out. Focused on her. Just her.



“They doing all right by you?”



She shrugged, but it was more like her shoulders remembering what shrugging used to be. “More tests. Always tests. They wanna poke at my spine next week. Or maybe tomorrow. I can't remember.”



Grant clenched his jaw. He didn’t say what he was thinking. Not here.



“I just want to go home,” she said. Her lip quivered. “Grant, please. Can you get me out of here? Take me home? Just for a day? They say it’s not safe but... I don’t care anymore. I don’t want to be here. I just want to us to be home again, not some lab project.”



Her hand trembled in his. Hot tears threatened to push past the damn he kept inside. He kissed her forehead and said, “I'll figure something out.”



And then it all started to fade. The room unraveled around him like a photograph burning from the edges inward.



He lay in his bunk, heart hammering. The metal bunk creaked. His shirt clung to him, soaked in sweat. Somewhere in the cellblock, a klaxon blared faintly. Someone shouted. A zap of a stunray echoed far off.



Grant stared at the bunk above him.



That dream had felt
 real.



Too real.



He hadn’t thought about Bree in years. Not like that. Not in that room, with that smell, with her voice like tissue paper and morphine.



“Why now?” he muttered, wiping his face.



Then he tried to move and couldn’t. “What the…”



He was tied down, half-naked, and someone was pointing a shiv at him.



 



***



 



“Morning, sunshine,” the blue-skinned amazon said flatly, squatting beside the bunk where he was X-strapped to the frame with shimmering cords that looked way too dainty to be this damn strong.



He yanked at the restraints. They didn’t budge. Just dug in. Hard.



“Spider silk,” she said, admiring her own knotwork. “Bartered it off an arachnoid silk-spitter in E-Block. Holds better than synthsteel, especially when it’s humid.”



“You serious right now?” he snarled.



“Oh, very.” She nodded at the albino girl, who was now crouched on the edge of the bunk with a homemade blade in one hand and Grant's yellow prison jumpsuit in the other. One flick, and the leg seam popped.



“Hey hey hey!” Grant barked. “This is not how you make friends in my culture.”



“We don’t do friends,” the albino said sweetly. “We do liabilities and threats. Still deciding which you are.”



She sliced again. And again. Off came the pants. The albino leaned in, pausing as the gleam of chrome flashed between his legs.



“What in the seven star-spawned hells is that?”



“That,” Grant said bitterly. “Is my corporate-mandated exploding sex belt.”



The tall one’s pale eyes narrowed and leaned in. “I've seen tech like this. Early Helion Correctional design. Compact. Efficient. Grimly cheerful.”



Grant squirmed. “If you ladies are done ogling the jock-bomb, maybe untie me so we can talk like normal traumatized inmates.”



“Relax,” said the tall one. “If you were a real threat, you'd be missing teeth by now. This just lets us breathe easier.”



The shiv vanished somewhere and the albino carelessly tossed the remains of his shorts on his face so Grant had to thrash to throw them aside. The paranoia parked, the room chilled about ten degrees. The albino sat cross-legged near his knees. The blue one paced slowly. He was trying very hard not to notice she had the body of a curvy supermodel and was wearing the equivalent of daisy dukes and a bikini top made from the remains of a standard yellow prison uniform.



Grant cleared his throat. “So uh... I’d be super grateful if you’d both put some clothes on and let me pretend I didn’t just wake up to a live-action prison porno.”



The blue one didn’t even blink. “This is my clothes.”



“That’s a redneck bikini,” Grant muttered as his chastity belt beeped a low warning again.



“I like him,” the albino chirped. “He’s fun.”



The view in that direction wasn't any better for his arousal-monitor. She was barely five feet tall and a bundle of compact curves and muscle. Like a porn-star Christmas elf.



Grant sighed. Averted his gaze. “Let’s try this again. I’m Grant. I'm sorry, I didn't catch your names when we were introduced.”



The tall one paused, then gave a blink-slow nod. “Jane-six-two-six.”



The albino grinned. “Boomi. Just Boomi.”



“Nice to meet you both,” Grant said flatly. “Now can someone find my pants or at least a towel before my exploding jockstrap files a noise complaint?”



Boomi giggled. Neither moved to help.



“Why are you here?” Jane asked.



“I keep asking myself the same thing.”



“Answer the question, funny guy,” Boomi said. She grabbed her shirt and flashed her tits. Perfect round snowballs with pale white nips. “Or your man-parts go blam!”



“Boomi,” the amazon said. Gave a slight tilt of her head.



“Oh fiiiiine.” The smaller woman put her tits away.



“Why are you here?” Jane repeated the question to Grant.



He sighed. “Some sleestak fucks tried to probe me and my girlfriend--”



“Girlfriend?” Boomi said suddenly interested.



“--so I killed three of them. Should've killed all four 'cause the last one called the cops.”



“Interesting… but not what I meant.”



“I'm getting to the rest... so my friend Alice is in here somewhere and I need to see her--”



“She your girlfriend?” Boomi asked.



“--because I'm not leaving her behind. I made a deal with the guards to get me in the female cell block.”



“Hmmm,” Jane said. 



“So,” Grant said, staring at the ceiling. “Any of you know a redhead named Alice? Earth-human, uh, type 1 hyumin? Came in not too long ago?”



“Nope,” said the albino.



Grant pressed. “Could she be with the Ursu gang? The replicant? Maybe the Licker crew?”



The tall woman sniffed. “The Ursu don’t touch type 1 hyumins. They're species-ist pigs. Licker? Maybe. But you'd have to storm their entire corner of the block to find out.”



“And the Replicant?”



That got a reaction. A twitch of a smile. Cold. Perfectly symmetrical.



“She’s not with the Replicant,” the blue woman said.



Grant frowned. “You sound awful sure. How the hell would you know that?”



The albino leaned in conspiratorially. “Because
 she
 is the Replicant.”



Grant felt his stomach hit zero-g. He turned his head, very slowly, to stare at the emotionless blue woman now casually inspecting the casing on his chastity belt like she was reading a cereal box.



“The Replicant. As in... the mad scientist. Torture lab. Dissection queen?”



“Allegedly,” she said, deadpan.



“Fucking Shrikt...” He'd put Grant in a room with a maniac.



The albino shrugged. “Hey, we didn’t pick our bunkmates either.”



Grant groaned and let his head thunk back on the mattress. This space prison just kept finding new ways to screw him. Literally, figuratively, and a new one today, with explosives.



 



***









Chapter 16
    
 
: Have a Flaccid Day




 



Grant squinted up at the pair of alien cellmates like a guy trying to read the fine print on his own lobotomy waiver. “Okay, so... crazy idea... how about you just untie me, and I promise not to Hulk out and murder anyone?”



Boomi, the skittish little albino, flinched behind Jane like Grant had asked to sniff her panties. Jane gave him a look. The kind that said:
 now look what you've done.



“No offense, New Guy,” Jane said evenly, folding her arms. Her tone could’ve been mistaken for a weather report. “Boomi’s uncomfortable around you. Statistically, restraint reduces risk. So you're staying gift-wrapped.”



Grant fumed in silence, wrists and ankles bound to the metal frame of the cot. They wanted to play it this way he'd let them see what happened. 



Hours later, a slot in the door hissed open with all the enthusiasm of a depressed coffee machine. Three plastic trays clattered to the floor... same food bars as before, this time with three bottles of some cloudy liquid that read:
 Zorp Unflitered!™ With 16% more bio-compliant plankton!
  Grant watched the other two eat their meals.



“Little help here?” he said neutrally.



Jane and Boomi had a hushed, urgent conversation in the corner, heads tilted together like conspirators. Boomi whispered something, clearly spooked. Jane gave a tiny nod, turned to Grant, and spoke with icy calm:



“Try anything, and we’ll shank you.”



Jane finally peeled open one of the bars and held it over Grant's mouth like she was feeding a moody tiger at a discount zoo. Grant put up with the indignity and even let her stick the drinking straw from the plankton-water in his mouth.



Grant scowled. “Look, let me go and I can feed myself. Not like I’m gonna bite your fingers off.”



Boomi flared. “Nice trick! We let you loose and you snap our necks with your big man paws? Not a chance.”



“Jesus,” Grant muttered. “I’m asking to eat, not launch a coup.”



Jane’s eyes narrowed. “He thinks we’re stupid. He’s manipulating us.”



Boomi huffed, folded her arms, and turned away. “Fine. Then he doesn’t eat. Let him get hungry.”



It was a few hours later of being ignored when Grant discovered the real problem. His bladder was ready to burst and he was gonna need to use the weird little toilet pod. And unless they wanted a truly historic level of trauma bonding, he was going to need his hands free.



“I need to take a piss,” he finally told them.



The amazon glanced at him. “Nice try,” Jane said. She leaned back against the wall and pointed toward the corner fresher unit like a price-is-right model. “Aim from there.”



“Be serious.”



“We eat serious for breakfast!” the little albino chimed in angrily. 



Fuck it, I'm so done with this...



Grant growled low, braced his feet, and flexed his arms and legs. The metal bars of the cot
 screeched
 as they bent outward like soda cans under a car tire. The rails he was tied to snapped. He sat up, taking a moment to slide the unbreakable spider silk off the broken ends of the bed rails and stretched circulation back into his limbs.



Boomi made a terrified squeak and pressed back into the corner.



“Relax,” Grant muttered, waddling over to the fresher unit. He poked at the codpiece until he found a tiny hatch and popped it open. Pure relief. Urination never felt so holy. He moaned in pleasure.



“Ohhhhh, yeahhhh... that's the stuff.”



His cellmates looked horrified. Both had retreated to the far end of the cell, which wasn’t all that big to begin with. Jane blinked. “You could’ve gotten free
 any time?
 ”



He shrugged mid-stream. “Was trying to be polite. I told you, I'm not going to hurt you.”



To prove a point he went back to his cot, sat down, picked up his remaining three meal bars and started to eat.



Boomi peeked between her fingers. Her antennae twitched. Slowly, the two of them exhaled and seemed to accept reality: they were locked in a room with an unchained muscle gorilla who pissed like a waterfall and somehow hadn’t killed them yet. Maybe they’d survive after all.



The next 48 hours were a cosmic purgatory of recycled air, twitchy boredom, and slowly thawing suspicion. Two meals a day, same Nutribars and plankton drink, same slot. The rear waste-disposal hatch on Grant’s chastity codpiece required a three-step procedure more secure than a nuclear launch sequence, but eventually, he figured it out.



He spent most of his time sitting on his bunk. Jane and Boomi kept themselves entertained with a cracked display screen embedded in the wall, playing what Grant could only describe as Space Tetris for the criminally insane. Holographic 3D shapes bounced, spun, and exploded to jingles that sounded like a cat in a blender. Grant tried watching, gave up, and resorted to mentally replaying every scene – with dialogue – from the DVD box set of 'Space Force Five' he'd rewatched a hundred times, just to feel sane.



It didn’t help that twice a day, the prison cell turned into an XXX-rated cuddle dungeon.



On schedule, Boomi would strip her shorts off and get on all fours on the bunk waiting until Jane took her sweet time to fingerblast her. Jane would pin Boomi down like a lion on a gazelle and go to town, rubbing and teasing her pale white box until the smaller woman climaxed like a cartoon firework display.



The first couple times Grant figured it was some nonconsensual prison-bitch thing; Jane topping her little toy. But then he noticed Jane never got herself off; his time working in a jail as a corrections officer hadn't been in the women's block but things couldn't be
 that
 different. Instead of Jane forcing Boomi into some degrading act to get off, it was all about Boomi. And the moment Boomi went limp with satisfied whimpers, Jane switched from predator to doting girlfriend, whispering to her and holding her before she tucked her in.



Honestly, if not for the
 loud, wet, begging orgasms
 , it might’ve been cute.



Instead it became his nightmare.



His high-tech jockstrap had a proximity boner alarm. And it got angrier the more Grant got turned on. The moment he so much as
 thought
 about the ongoing porno two feet away, he started to get a stiffy and when that happened the belt would beep and buzz like a microwave having a panic attack. The harder his dick, the closer the alarmed beeps got.



He didn't want to find out what happened after that.



So when the roomies went to town, he tried like hell to ignore it. He tried it all: eyes closed, improvised ear plugs jammed as deep as they would go. Thinking about basketball March madness. Remembering the particularly putrid bag of liquified thanksgiving turkey he'd once discovered in a broken freezer. He even went over the steps – in detailed order out loud – to terminate and connect the main power cables at the wind turbine nacelle.



Stripping, prepping, and insulating medium-to-high-voltage cables… Installing cold shrink or heat shrink terminations to avoid arcing… Ensuring correct phase sequence and grounding… Performing high-voltage insulation testing using a megger or hipot… Coordinating with mechanical techs to sync generator, gearbox, and inverter systems…



Nothing worked. Every moan from Boomi was a symphony of pain for his groin. 



By Day Three, Grant was half-feral from lack of gratification, Jane was eyeing him like a science fair volcano, and every time Boomi casually flashed him an accidental upskirt wearing nothing but a teeshirt, his dick-destroying chastity belt started beeping and a chipper voice warned him to stop having an erection:



“Hello! Unauthorized arousal detected. Please remember: continued tumescence will result in localized micro-explosions targeting primary reproductive organs. Have a flaccid day!”



 



***



 



The end of day three, the Confined to Quarters status lifted like a bad hangover, and Grant stepped out of the cell into the open mess of genpop female block. The hallway was chaos in every direction... barking arguments in a dozen languages, the hiss of vending machines hawking mood patches and hair removal gel, and half-naked alien women parading like they were on the cover of
 Space Hustle
 . Grant got a few stares. Not the good kind. More like ‘what's this sausage doing in our bun factory?’ vibes.



Jane and Boomi slipped into the current of movement without a backward glance. Grant didn't blame them. If he were a blue-skinned techno-demon and her feral albino girlfriend, he wouldn't want to be seen with himself either.



He did a slow lap of the cell block to see if it was the same layout as the male cell block and search for Alice. Eyes scanning for her coppery red hair in the crowd. It was almost identical to the other cell module. Multi-tiered levels, dozens of cells, cafeteria, and a grimy rec room video screen playing something called
 Interstellar Housewives of Crater Nine
 .



And no Alice.



Climbing to the top floor of the block he noticed it looked different right away. Cleaner, quieter, guarded. A pair of bruiser-type hyumin aliens with hologram tattoos across their throats stood guard in front of the stairwell with “Licker Gang: We Bite Twice” painted in dripping neon on the wall.



It was the only place left to look. 



“Great,” Grant muttered. “A girl gang named after sexual assault. What could go wrong.”



He sized them up. He
 could
 try to fight his way in. He probably wouldn't die. But the thought of beating up a bunch of women didn't sit right, even for a place this sideways.



Time for subtlety. Plan A: blend in, look harmless, ask around. Plan B: punch something. Preferably in that order. But getting a good whiff of himself after a week in lockdown made him add a pit stop... literally.



Grant made his way to the showers. The room was industrial gray, humid as a Florida swamp, with rows of open stalls, half-screens offering about as much privacy as a sneeze. Alien women scrubbed, squirted, or lathered various colors of goo over scales, feathers, or skin. Water, sand, sonics and UV options available. The shower room sounded like a discount aquarium... steam clouds, tile echo, the wet
 smack-smack
 of plastic sandals.



He kept his head down so the boner-police wouldn't ding him.



Just get in and out... Shower, rinse, no fantasies about being the only guy in an entire prison full of women...



He got as far as the first empty stall before he heard it. Raised voices. High-pitched chittering. Low growling. The unmistakable sound of a beat down about to happen. he glanced up at the crowd that had formed near the far end of the room.



Through the milling shouting crowd, he caught sight of something white and something blue. Sure enough, Boomi the tiny albino pixie with her tiny shiv, was standing protectively between Jane and two much bigger aliens. One was green, built like a barrel-chested gorilla with dreadlocks made of moss. The other looked like a humanoid bear carved out of granite and simmering with aggression with six teats.



Boomi was bristling like a feral cat, fists clenched, antennae bright orange. Jane stood behind her, impassive, arms crossed, letting her little enforcer take the lead. It looked like a standoff, and it wasn’t going to end with a group hug and a cup of synth-tea.



Ahead of him, a gaggle of inmates snickered and jeered at Jane, spitting slurs in ten different dialects. “Clone freak,” one said with a sneer. “Should've come out with a barcode on her forehead.” Another chimed in, “You Replicant types don’t feel pain, right? Let’s test that.” The third just laughed, nudging her friend. “Look at her. All that genetic tampering and they still forgot to give her a soul.”



Jane didn’t react. Boomi looked like she was going to explode.



The tiny albino stepped forward, fists clenched tight. “Back off,” she snapped, voice shaking with fury. “Touch her again and I’ll ram this soap bar so far up your rectal chute they’ll need an archaeologist to dig it out.”



The two bigger aliens paused, surprised. Boomi might’ve been half their size and wearing nothing but a towel and a glare, but she radiated pure, uncut fury.



“Aw hell...” Grant sighed.



Grabbing a towel he headed into the crowd. Grant strolled in like he belonged, towel over one shoulder, until the crowd couldn't help but notice him. He walked between his cellmates and the two hairy mutants while they gawped at him, not believing their eyes.



“Excuse me,” he said kindly. “All the other stalls were full.”



He turned the dial on the shower next to them. Steaming water hissed down. He hummed something off-key. Let it sizzle.



“Who the hell are you?” the bear-woman growled.



Grant gave her his best
 I-just-work-here
 shrug. “Name's Grant. Just trying to scrub the reek of this place off my skin. You should try it sometime.”



The bear-woman growled, literally, and without looking, shoved Boomi back so hard she went sprawling into the wall. Her voice rumbled like a garbage disposal. “We got ways of handling freaks like this one where I come from.”



“Not today you don't,” Grant said casually staring them down.



“Mind your own fucking business,” the apewoman snapped, jabbing a thick green finger at him.



Grant sighed. “Yeah, see, now it
 is
 my business.”



Boomi hissed from the floor. “Stay out of this! We don’t need your help!”



“I know,” Grant said, eyes still locked on the green ape. “This isn’t for you.”



The green one flexed her shoulders like she was getting ready to throw a car. “You wanna be a hero, hyumin? You’re about to get your dick twisted off.”



“Joke’s on you,” Grant said, pointing to the glowing bomb-belt strapped to his crotch. “You break that thing,
 everyone’s
 getting a hot dog surprise.”



The ape lunged, a wide hook aimed for Grant’s head.



He slipped it like she was moving underwater. His counterpunch was a lazy jab by boxing standards... but it connected with her chin like a hydraulic press. The ape-woman’s eyes rolled back and she timbered like a dying kaiju, slamming the wet tile hard enough to make the deck shake.



The bear-woman stared. So did her gang. Nobody moved.



“Next?” Grant asked, water still hissing behind him.



The grizzly scooped up her unconscious friend like a sack of potatoes and backed off, muttering something about not being paid enough for this.



Grant turned around, scrubbed shampoo into his hair.



“Seriously,” he said, to no one in particular. “Can’t a guy enjoy a fucking shower with his ruunfruit hair conditioner?”



Boomi and Jane were still frozen. Boomi’s mouth moved like she wanted to say something but wasn’t sure what. Jane just tilted her head.



“...Why?” Jane finally asked.



Grant cracked an eye open through suds. “Because assholes like that always piss me off.” Then he turned back to his shower like nothing had happened. “And after the week I've had I could use the stress release.”



The buzzer in grant’s ear went off, along with the ear tags of Boomi and Jane.



“Hello, valued biological asset! It’s time to celebrate your continued respiratory function with mandatory physical enrichment in the Outdoor Recreation Cube! That’s right… fun begins in five minutes! Join your fellow inmates in our exciting ‘sandbox’ compartment, where running in circles and not dying is considered a team building! Failure to attend will result in reduced calorie rations and possible neuro-sanctions. Move that meat, asset Garnt N9-000001”



Yard time. By the time the announcement was done a quarter of the cell block was shuffling down the hall. Grant towel-dried his hair and shuffled over to the uniform vending kiosk, which blinked at him like a disappointed stepdad. He jabbed the screen. “Hey… need a new uniform – my last one was destroyed. Make it a bit roomier this time, would you?”



The machine chirped cheerfully and spat out a banana-yellow jumpsuit with black flashes with all the subtlety of crime scene tape. Across the back in big, aggressive font: DANGEROUS CONVICT.



Subtlety must be against company policy…



He made his way to the prison 'yard'.



The announcement had oversold it. Whatever he’d been expecting it was less ‘outdoor time’ and more a cheap high-security box on its way to a courthouse the size of a planet. Stepping inside he saw by 'outdoors', they meant a holographic simulation of a desert planet with two suns and an atmosphere that smelled like microwaved plastic. The heat was fake, the sky was fake, but overall effect pushed back the clawing claustrophobia of being stuck inside the ship compartments for weeks.



It was the only space in the prison big enough to stretch your legs and maybe earn a new scar.



Forced to congregate, the social map became more obvious. The Type-2s had the north wall… aliens with fur and feathers and chitin… occasional scales or something less identifiable like the inmate who looked like they were made from cotton candy. Their boss was clearly Ursu, the walking bear tank with her decorative nipple piercings on all six teats. She seemed to run her crew like a weightlifting cult... pushups, sparring, pull-ups on the vent grates, all while keeping a glaring eye on the ‘hyumins’.



The Licker Gang camped in the far corner near the air recirculator. They were quiet by comparison. Hyumin women mostly, and they seemed run with military efficiency. There was a perimeter of guards keeping an eye out while the rest of them did their thing, always passing something between their hands – shivs, candy, snacks or illegal data pads. But they seemed obsessed with bottle of water – people coming and going, exchanging and trading. Maybe clean H2O was a good racket in a crappy space prison like this.



In the center zone, a few scattered Type-1s played game pads, talked trash, or some weird alien game that looked like the game board was concentric circles.



And over it all, a pair of guards watched with stunrays from a catwalk, clearly hoping nobody got too interesting. Because if they had to step in, the paperwork would probably be worse than facing a fight.



He caught sight of Jane and Boomi off to one side, alone, sitting like wet cats in the rain. Didn’t look like anybody wanted to be near them. Grant was angling towards them when an inmate sidled up to him. She had feathers and teeth, reminded him a bit of a parrot with the way she walked and tilted her head.



“Friendly advice, manoid: supporting clone trash in here makes you look like garbage that hasn’t been recycled.”



“Aw,” Grant said, with a sarcastic smile. “Thanks for the warning.”



She hopped in front of him again, brilliant sapphire feathers standing up in a display. “You look like you might use some company… care to come back to my perch and split a cracker?”



He wasn’t listening. His eyes had already caught the twitch. The shift in the flow of bodies. The way a pack of inmates had started to circle like a perimeter of sharks around Jane and Boomi.



“Not interested,” he said, distracted. What was about to go down?



“Are you sure?” she spread her plumage, blocking his view of the yard.



“Get out of my face before I slap you into next week,” he said coldly and shoved her aside.



There.



At least four of them... Palmed weapons. Animal-looking bitches from the Ursu gang. Coordinated angles. That wasn’t a casual stroll. That was a hit.



Grant shoved through the crowd like a linebacker in a class of fourth graders. “JANE! MOVE!”



Too late. The first shiv came in a blur. Jane twisted just in time, taking the blade across her forearm instead of the lung. She didn’t flinch. Of course she didn’t. Probably analyzing the angle and calculating blood loss like she was solving a sudoku.



Boomi squealed and yanked a shiv from her bra, leaping onto her attacker and stabbing like a sugar-high squirrel. She got into a couple good hits that drew blood but it wasn’t enough; two of the attackers slammed her to the deck and pinned her down. The other two grabbed Jane's arms and held her tight while the original shiv-wielder wound up for a finishing strike.



Grant hit them like a pickup truck.



The first went down with a nose that exploded like a ketchup packet. Head snapping back. Instant knockout that interrupted her stab at Jane. The second tried to scream but Grant kicked the air out of her lungs. The third got a backfist to the stomach and collapsed like wet laundry, spewing breakfast everywhere and going into convulsions.



The ear-tags on the inmates all started to sing the same alert.



“You are experiencing a catastrophic biological performance issue. Congratulations! You’ve unlocked a complimentary Medical Emergency Response Unit... courtesy of your long-term incarceration with Ultra-Guard. Please remain still, bleed in a manageable direction, and do not attempt to sue. A trauma hamster is en route….”



Geezus...he'd been pulling his punches...



By then the fourth one who had been holding Boomi down ran for it. The aliens looked tough until you actually hit them. Then they turned into meat origami.



He stood over the groaning heap of failed assassins. Trying to pull back the adrenalin rush that made him want to pick them up and beat them all over again. He was tired. Tired of all this shit. Tired of having a bomb strapped to his dick and of nobody fucking listening to him.



He turned to glare pure rage at the crowd and roared at them.



“Maybe I wasn’t clear the first time, so let me say it slow: THESE TWO ARE MINE. You touch them again, I’ll find a way to shove your skull up your ass so deep it gets parole before you do.”



Nobody said a word. Nobody moved.



Grant picked up the fallen shiv and threw it so hard against the far wall it punched a hole.



“I asked if you fucking understood me, motherfuckers!”



There was a nervous babbling and mumbled acknowledgment from the crowd.



A crackly voice buzzed over the prison PA, full of Sleestak boredom and barely concealed resentment.



“Medical techs to Yard Sector Three. We got, uh... minor abrasion incident. Very routine. No need for excessive diagnostics or, you know, investigations. Just a little bit of inmate... enthusiasm.”



A stunray blast
 snapped
 into the deck inches from his foot, scorching the astro-turf like carpet. The second guard on the overwatch had decided it was Grant’s fault and gave him a warning shot.



“Alright, show’s over!” barked the sleestak. “Everyone scatter before I start submitting
 incident reports!
 ”



That got the crowd moving. Fast.



Grant grabbed Boomi by the back of her shirt and hauled her to her feet. She was panting, face wild-eyed. He tore the shirt off one of the attackers and wrapped it around Jane’s cut. She hissed in pain but took Grant’s first aid without comment. Helping her stand, they limped off toward the exit. The crowd fell over themselves to get out of his way. Time to get out of here before the sleestak riot troops and hamsters showed up.



Grant didn’t look back. He didn’t need to.



Message sent.



 



***



 



The closest stop was the chapel so he steered them inside and closed the door. It was empty except for them. Smelled like ozone and sanitizer, like someone had tried to scrub the guilt out with industrial chemicals. If there was a god here, it was probably the kind that accepted donations via crypto and offered indulgences for a subscription fee.



Jane sat quietly, clutching her arm, blood dripping onto the floor like crimson punctuation. Grant knelt beside her and peeled back the makeshift bandage. He expected what he saw with other aliens: shredded muscle and arterial spray... the usual alien lightweights around here all took trauma badly. Instead, the wound had already clotted. No more bleeding. It almost had a scab.



“Looking… good,” Grant muttered. “How do you feel?”



“I heal. Fast,” Jane said flatly. “It was part of the design.”



“Design?”



“They modified our genetic code… all the Jane’s are ‘superior’.”



“That so.”



“Until I met you, I’d never seen anyone designed for survival better than the Janes.”



Grant looked up. Jane's expression was unreadable, but something behind her white eyes hinted at a real emotion in there somewhere. “So that why they hate you? You're a clone? A... what was it... replicant?”



She nodded. “One reason.”



He exhaled and stood. “Alright, let's get some food in you before the next CTQ lockdown. I don't know what the hell's going on in this place, but I'd rather face it on a full stomach.”



“Yes,” Jane nodded glumly.



Boomi, beside her, echoed with “Whatever you say.”



He rewrapped the towel on her arm to cover the wound. Heading for the door, Boomi and Jane instantly stood and followed him like ducklings on a leash.



The walk through the cellblock was quieter than usual. Grant led the way, and Jane and Boomi followed half a step behind, silent and watchful like a pair of dogs that expected to be kicked. Neither spoke unless spoken to, and even then, their answers were short, clipped, and careful.



“Mess hall’s doing protein cubes or slop bowls today,” Grant said. “Any preference?”



Jane shrugged. “Whatever you want, sir.”



Boomi nodded quickly. “Same. We’ll eat what you pick.”



Grant gave them a sideways look. Neither of them had ever been this considerate before. The sudden respect was starting to weird him out. They finished their meals with both girls barely raising their eyes from their food. Before returning to their cell, he stopped outside the showers. “You two are still a mess. Let's get you cleaned up.”



They both shared a look and nodded silently.



“Better use one stall, seems like they got the message not to come after you, but I should probably keep my eyes on your for now.”



“Of course,” Boomi said.



She and Jane stripped naked and crowded into the water. Seemed to be waiting for something.



“You want me to…uh… help you out?” he asked.



“If that’s what you’d like.”



Grant opened his mouth, then closed it again. He had no idea what game they thought they were playing, but it definitely wasn’t one he’d signed up for. He exhaled slow, gave a half shrug, and chalked it up to alien cultural weirdness. Probably.



In the steamy tile stall, he rolled up his sleeves and worked through the blood and bruises. Boomi winced when he dabbed at the cuts and scrapes on her pale skin but said nothing. Jane flinched at the sting of soap, her whole body tense like she was waiting for something to go wrong.



“You’re both jumpier than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs,” Grant muttered, rinsing a scrape on Boomi’s thigh. “Something I should know about?”



They exchanged a quick glance.



“No, sir,” Jane said softly. “We’re fine.”



Boomi nodded again. “Really. Everything’s good.” Then, with her voice barely above a whisper: “Which one of us do you want to take first?”



“We can switch after… if you want,” Jane added.



Grant blinked, hands frozen mid-suds. “Okay, what the hell is up with you two? Did I grow a crown and not notice?”



Jane looked confused. Boomi fidgeted, then said quietly, “You're our owner now.”



“Come again?”



“You claimed us,” Jane said, as if that explained everything.



“Back in the yard,” Boomi added, nodding. “You said we belonged to you.”



“To stop them from killing you!” Grant barked. “It was a bluff.”



Jane blinked. “Then... we are not your property?”



“What... no! Jesus, what kind of person do you think I am?”



Boomi bit her lip. “Usually, the strong ones don't ask… they just take what they want.”



Grant rubbed his face. “Goddammit. You think you’re my bitches now? Forget it. I was just looking out for you. We’re cool, I promise. You can stop being weird. You don’t owe me… whatever it is you think you owe me.”



The two women stared at him like he had spontaneously announced he was giving away free cake. They didn’t know what to make of it. And that meant they didn’t know what to make of him.



“You… don’t want anything?” Jane asked.



He glanced around the showers. Only a few hyumins at the far end.



His mind whirred. He was on borrowed time. The life-torture sentence. The creeping suspicion Shrikt had more plans. Alice was still out there. And these two... whatever they were...



Maybe he could use the help.



“Let me think it over,” he said. “We can talk later.”



 



***









Chapter 17
    
 
: Overly Erect Situation




 



By the time the chip in his ear gave a final urgent warning that he was about to miss ‘lights out’, Grant had already ignored the other general announcements that rec center time was up.



“Third reminder, inmate Garnt N9-000001. Standardized cell recontainment is now in progress. We understand your time is valuable. That’s why we strongly suggest you return to your cell immediately, before we help you do it the fast way. Have a contained evening!”



The lights in the unit dimmed like a cheap hotel trying to be romantic and Grant looked around the rec to see he was alone except for a quartet of cleaning bots the size of toasters that were busily huffing up the grime of the day with a wet slurping sound.



At least he assumed they were robots. For all he knew they were some kind of snail. While the peace and quiet of having the rec room to himself was hard to give up, the fact was he’d been avoiding his cellmates all evening. After the showers he had eaten his reprocessed protein loaf, spent the rest of the day-cycle watching some sort of program about space housewives in the rec room and minded his damn business.



The glow from the holoscreen bathed the dim rec room in soft pinks and sickly yellows... an alien reality show was playing, something between
 Space Bachelor
 and
 Extreme Makeover: Mating Edition.



On screen, a gangly, bug-eyed humanoid male was frantically stapling mood crystals to the ceiling while screaming at his nestmate for not fluffing the pheromone cushions correctly. A scrolling banner advertised
 “LoveShack: Season 14 – Only One Will Mate!”



Each contestant’s goal was apparently to remodel their living pod in such a way that the visiting female – clad in sequined armor and judging everything like an interstellar realtor – would find it “fertile-looking” enough to select him as her partner. One poor bastard got sent home because his floor tiles “smelled of defeat”.



Grant rubbed his face and considered the reality that he’d have to head to his bed soon.



“This is what passes for courtship around here?” he muttered to no one. “Hell, maybe prison ain’t so bad.”



Finally shuffling towards the cell B-44 he arrived at the door, took a deep breath and went inside, expecting the nightly banging sesh that he’d have to ignore. It was quiet and dark and he quickly rolled into his bunk, staring at the wall. As he relaxed, letting his mind wander and hope he’d fall asleep fast, he heard the rustle of his cellmates.



“Garnt…” a soft voice asked.



“It’s Grant.”



“Is that not what I said?”



He rolled over. “Whatever… What is it?”



“Are you seriously not going to, you know... make us your bitches?” Jane asked quietly in the dark, her voice more curious than afraid. Boomi froze beside her, like someone just said the magic words that summoned a monster.



Grant blinked into the ceiling. “Geezus. No. For the last time… where I come from, a man who takes advantage of women is a piece of shit. Real men protect women.”



Silence. The weight of it pressed down like extra gravity.



“That’s... not how it works here,” Jane murmured.



“Nope,” Boomi agreed, voice small. “Not even close.”



Grant sighed. “Yeah, well, I just got here… I don't know anything about your civilization...” he said.



“What would you like to know?” Jane asked.



That was a first. He decided that if they were talking then at least it meant they weren’t boning right next to him. “Everything... anything. Start with this ship. What government runs the cops?”



Jane seemed confused. “This ship's not a government vessel. It’s a chartered private police force platform... run by the sleestak Gleex corporation.”



“Rent-a-cops? The lizard bastards,” Grant muttered.



Jane continued. “It’s a natural choice for them. Sleestak are a type-two hyuminoid species. Militarized. Aggressive. Their culture evolved around dominance, territorialism, and profit. They own dozens of planets. Entire species exist in debt to them.”



Boomi added, “They sell their own eggs if the profit margin’s high enough.”



“So if they don’t work for the government who pays them?”



“Law enforcement’s privatized. Every ship, every prison, every so-called justice system. This one’s owned by Captain Luxx Vondarr, a corporate commander. He bought his rank and earned his wealth being the meanest, bloodiest, most 'efficient' justice enforcer on the Spinward Circuit.”



Grant grunted. “So he’s Judge Dredd meets Scrooge McDuck. Great. What else? Who's running it all?”



Jane went on. “The broader galactic society spans hundreds of solar systems, each with their own government. States, kings, AI regimes, corporate republics... you name it.”



“So it’s a trash fire.”



“You could say that the system is a very inefficient one,” she said. “The only reason they can even maintain an interstellar trade with so many social and political divisions on this scale is the void.”



“Void?”



“A shortcut between stars through a parallel dimension. Dangerous. Unstable. But fast for interstellar travel.”



“Oh, like warp drive.”



“What's 'warp drive'? That sounds made-up...” Jane said.



“Figures. So, hey, I've got a question: why do you look like me?”



“We do not resemble each other. Boomi is a hoplite with reduced pigment, I'm azurian…”



“No... I mean why do half the people I meet from all these different planets all look human? I always thought if aliens were real they'd look like squids or two-headed sea-cucumbers or something...”



Jane leaned forward, arms folded.



“Ah… I understand. They call it the Pangenesis Paradox,” she said. “Hyumins – or at least Type-1 anthropoids – show up over hundreds of unrelated planetary biospheres, spread across multiple spiral arms. Genetically compatible. Nearly identical physiology. Which, from an evolutionary standpoint, is vanishingly unlikely.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “You’re saying there’s copy-paste humans all over the galaxy?”



Jane nodded. “Some think it’s parallel evolution… same atmospheric bands, same gravity wells, convergent biology. Others think some precursor species seeded human-compatible life intentionally. Like an intergalactic Johnny Appleseed, but with apes.”



She paused, scratching behind her ear. “Then there’s the Horizon Scattering Hypothesis… the idea that hyumins originated in one system billions of years ago, spread during the Age of Ignition, and then forgot how to space-travel during the Collapse. Left pockets of us everywhere.”



Grant chewed that over. “So which one’s true?”



She shrugged. “No one knows. We’re either the universal baseline, a lost empire, or the pets of something that got bored.”



He snorted. “Comforting.”



Jane blinked. “Science doesn’t do comfort. In any event it doesn’t matter. Type-1s like us... true hyumins... are the baseline. Type-2s include Ursu and the sleestak. Type-3s are life forms with no familiar bipedal humanoid characteristics.”



“Like that banana slug.”



“Or the arachnid whose silk you broke,” Jane added.



Grant groaned. “So I’m stuck in a space prison run by corporate lizard cops in a civilization built by the galaxy’s worst deadbeat dads?”



“Yes,” Jane said simply.



Boomi offered, “But at least the food’s terrible.”



They lay there in silence. Grant realized he wasn’t getting out of this without a plan but suddenly the whole thing seemed too impossibly huge to fight. Hundreds of planets, almost as many alien species… half of them some variety of humans…



His thoughts drifted. He realized he was halfway through humming the tune to a catchy commercial jingle he'd heard that afternoon for
 Lunchacrunch Flakes
 when Jane spoke up from her bunk.



“You're not like other males.”



Grant blinked. “I'm taking that as a compliment, unless you're about to say I smell worse.”



“Why are you so strong? Do you come from a heavy-gravity planet?”



“Beats me. I keep asking myself the same thing. If these sleeze-stacks are supposed to be such bad hombres why can I bend them into pretzels? I dunno why you’re all afraid of them… bunch of pussies if you ask me.”



Boomi and Jane whispered amongst themselves. He heard Boomi say ‘why does he think reptiles are feline…’ and went back to humming his tune.



Jane looked at him. Then at Boomi. Then back at him. “You don’t understand why sleestak are feared?” she asked.



Grant shrugged. “Unless you tell me they lay eggs in your stomach, then no, I don’t. Do they scare you?”



“Obviously… they come from a class-3 necroplanet.”



There was that name again. “Neck-row what-now?”



Boomi finally chimed in, still curled up like a nervous possum. “Planets where everything wants to kill you. Acid rain. Toxic air. Predators with poison.”



“Oh,” Grant said. “You mean Detroit.”



Neither laughed.



Tough crowd…



“Perhaps you don’t understand; let me try to explain. Most life in the galaxy evolved on easy-mode planets,” she continued. “Statistically, the species most likely to survive long enough to achieve space travel and join the greater civilization are ones that didn't have as many threats. Perfect climate. Plentiful food. Maybe a few mild predators. Species from those worlds... civilized ones... don’t need claws or poison or aggression. Or not much, anyway. Nor do they need much in the way of survival adaptations.”



“Must be nice,” Grant muttered.



“However…” she went on. “There are a small number of space-faring species who managed to evolve and survive on harsh planets and those are called ‘necroplanets’. The inhabitants are either dangerous predators or evolved defenses that make them monsters to most other alien species.”



Boomi chimed in. “If you’re from someplace dangerous like that, your species either evolved into a murder machine or you never made it into space. That’s the sleestaks.”



“I’m not seeing it…”



Boomi went on, growing more animated. She huddled closer to Jane, her voice dropping to a hushed, reverent tone as her antennae vibrated.



“The sleestak evolved on a planet called
 Vroxx
 . One of the most brutal, unforgiving places in the galaxy.”



Grant tried to picture it, the hellscape that could make sleestaks… maybe they were what the dinosaurs on earth would have evolved into. “How brutal?”



Boomi leaned in, talking ghoulishly like a kid scaring themselves telling ghost stories around a campfire. “Geologic activity leads to active volcanoes. During the day, the temperature soars to
 forty degrees Celsius
 ... and at night? It can drop as low as
 ten.
 ”



Grant squinted. “So like... a warm afternoon and a cool evening?”



Boomi continued, oblivious. “And the atmospheric storms... sometimes they spontaneously generate electrical discharges! Bolts from the sky that strike the ground! They say the ground sometimes catches
 fire!
 ”



“Uh-huh.”



“There are pools of
 boiling water
 just sitting there! Bubbling up from the earth like it’s angry!”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Hot springs.”



“And the wind... sometimes it blows so hard it reaches
 thirty miles per hour
 . It can...
 damage shelters.
 ” She looked almost pale. “The foliage is so dense and the terrain so hilly that they need to mark trails to find their way in the depths, and anyone who wanders off the trail could be
 lost
 . The sleestaks evolved to hunt in packs because there were nearly a dozen species of animals bigger and stronger than them.



“A whole dozen, huh?”



Boomi nodded enthusiastically, not detecting the sarcasm. “I know it sounds crazy… on my world there’s just the grendels. But on Vroxx nearly one hatchling in ten doesn’t live to be an adult – gulp – eaten up by monsters.”



Grant was actually getting slightly homesick. Sounded like the summer he spent working in a national park.



“Now do you see?” Jane asked.



Grant rubbed his temples. “Huh. I guess… sounds like it might be fun to go camping there for a weekend. You know… now that you mention it, I’m pretty sure I remember the lizards said my world’s a necroplanet,” he said casually.



The gasps alerted him. He looked over. Both women were frozen.



“What class?” Jane asked.



“Dunno.”



“I’m from a class-1 necroplanet,” Boomi announced shyly. “But the reputation hoplites have is blown way, waaay out of proportion.”



Grant gave her a new look of respect. Class one? That had to be the worst. Worse than the sleestaks planet. No wonder she was locked up.



“Hmmmm, now that you mention it, must be the lowest rank… Nine, I think? That's the lowest, right?”



Jane stood up like she’d been yanked upright by a string.



Boomi backed into the corner, eyes wide. “Class
 nine
 ? That’s... th-that’s terminal-tier! The survival rate for species under Type-9 atmospheric and biospheric hostility is point-oh-oh-five percent!”



Grant looked between the two of them. Both girls looked terrified. “What?”



“You're from a death world!” Boomi was wide-eyed. Literally the whites were showing around her red eyes, her antennae flattened back against her skull.



“Guys, relax... I’m not dangerous...”



Jane's voice was ice. “You should’ve told us!”



“Told you what? That I grew up dodging methheads and rabid raccoons?”



Boomi bolted.



One second she was pressed flat against the far wall like a cartoon sticker, the next she was ricocheting around the room like a rubber bullet in a fifty-gallon drum. Arms flailing. Mouth open. High-pitched squeals from her throat as she went pinging off the walls.



Jane didn’t even try to stop her; she was too busy trembling in fear, backed against the wall.



“Whoa, hey... “ Grant took a cautious step forward, hands out like he was trying to tame a feral chihuahua. “It’s okay. I'm not... Geezus! Would you stop bouncing off the furniture like a pinball with PTSD?”



She didn’t.



That only made her more panicked. She hit the bed frame, the toilet, the ceiling. Finally ran out of places to crash and ended up jammed in the corner, knees to chest, teeth bared, eyes huge and glassy. Hyperventilating like a bag of popcorn left in the microwave too long. Pale chest heaving. Tiny fingers digging into the bulkhead wall like she could burrow out if she just panicked hard enough.



“Boomi,” he said, slowly. “I'm not gonna hurt you. I'm not a monster.”



She hissed like a kettle.



Goddamn. Boomi looked at him like she was about to be dinner. Wild. Desperate. Totally cornered.



That's what she reminded him of… One time when he was a kid, he'd seen a rabbit trapped in a lawn shed, and it had the same look right before it tried to scramble through the wall. That thing had died of sheer terror without him laying a finger on it.



She stopped shaking. Not calmer... more like switching gears. Her eyes narrowed. Her breathing changed. She licked her lips.



“Jane!” the tiny albino yelled, eyes locking on the erection-enforcement device strapped around his waist. “Kill him with the rape-bomb!”



The blue amazon was still stunned. She looked at her smaller friend, completely confused. ”Wait. That’s a bad idea!”



Boomi started unzipping her jumper.



She let the sleeves slide off her shoulders like a stripper serial killer. “Go on, get aroused,” she said evilly to Grant. “Let your little death pants go boom-boom.”



Oh fuck...



Trapped, she'd lost her mind.



“Boomi... “ he said in a warning tone.



She was naked now. Aggressively naked. She cupped her own breasts and moaned loud enough to make Jane startle. Stuck one hand between her soft thighs and touched herself, moaning.



“S-stop that!” he said, unable to look away.



“My pussy is so wet it needs you!” Boomi said. “Don’t you want to touch me?”



The belt around Grant's groin lit up like a slot machine. A harsh robotic voice buzzed to life.



“WARNING: USER EROTICALLY ENGAGED. CONTAINMENT INTEGRITY FAILING. INITIATING COUNTERMEASURES IN T-MINUS 60 SECONDS.”



“Goddammit, no... stop that!” He turned around, tried to focus on anything else. Counted prime numbers. Thought about golf.



“T-minus 50 seconds,”
 the belt announced helpfully.



Then she was on top of him. Boomi climbed him like a sexy koala. Legs around his thigh, grinding. Her perky little albino tits mashed against his chest.



“I want you so badly,” she moaned.



“Boomi, I swear... “



She humped harder. “Please put your cock inside me!”



“T-MINUS 40 SECONDS. WARNING: YOU ARE ABOUT TO EXPERIENCE AN UNPLANNED CROTCH DETONATION. THANK YOU FOR CHOOSING CONSENTINEL SECURITY SOLUTIONS™. HAVE A NICE BOOM!”



“Think of baseball. Old people. My gym teacher...” Grant desperately tried to drown out Boomi’s sexy moans.



He tried looking away but Boomi tripped him. When he landed on the floor there was a scuffle and she managed to come out on top, straddling his face, albino muff in his mouth.



“Ohhh, ahhh, ohhh!” she did her best pornstar moans.



“T-MINUS 30 SECONDS. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. REPEAT: THIS IS AN OVERLY ERECT SITUATION. PLEASE RELAX AND DISENGAGE YOUR WEAPONIZED WANG. FAILURE TO DO SO WILL RESULT IN PERMANENT GENDER REASSIGNMENT. THANK YOU FOR USING CONSENTINEL SECURITY SOLUTIONS™... KEEPING YOUR JUNK IN CHECK SINCE 3099.”



Grant flailed, mouth full of pussy. Both hands pounding against the device strapped to his cock while Boomi rode his face like she was on a bronco at the rodeo.



The belt chimed again.



“T-MINUS 20 SECONDS. REMINDER: GENITAL COMBUSTION IS A VIOLATION OF MOST GALACTIC HYGIENE POLICIES. PLEASE DETACH YOUR ERECTION AND TRY AGAIN.”



Grant peeled the tiny woman off his face long enough to take a deep breath. “I'M TRYING!” he yelled back at the belt.



Then, out of nowhere, Jane moved.



Her eyes went to the belt, then flicked to the entertainment panel on the wall. Without warning, she pried the screen loose. The long-legged, blue-skinned goddess stepped across the room, calm as a butler at a garden party. She grabbed Boomi by the scruff and peeled her off Grant like a horny sticker.



Boomi squealed. “Hey! I was almost there!”



She tossed Boomi to the side like a malfunctioning sex toy and dropped on top of Grant’s thighs, pinning him.



“What are you doing?” Grant yelped.



“Systems manufactured by BehaviorModTech often use standardized failover architecture from the parent company MechaDyne,” Jane said in her best tech support voice. “I may be able to hotfix a diagnostic port. Please remain still.”



“What?”



She didn't respond. She was already dismantling the guts of the wall panel, pulling and re-arranging chips and data strips and a whole goddamn glowing cube that looked important only to toss it aside. She flipped it over, typed something into the keypad on the screen interface, and the whole thing beeped to life.



“Lie back,” she said, pushing him down. “Expose the device.”



Grant didn’t even argue. He yanked his pants down, praying this wasn’t some trick. Still sitting on his thighs Jane ran her improvised scanner across the belt. The readout screen started spitting what looked like hieroglyphics but might be machine code. She typed faster. A vein in her temple twitched.



“Connecting... devices now paired...”



The belt made a final announcement.
 “T-MINUS 10 SECONDS. INCOMING: SCORCHED PEEN SCENARIO. PLEASE REMAIN STILL AND ENJOY THE LAST MOMENTS OF YOUR MANHOOD.”



Grant forced himself to stay still. Not look away.



Jane tapped a final command.



BEEP…



Everything on the belt went dead. The countdown went silent.



A few more beeps. Then
 click.
 The chastity belt unlocked, powered down, and fell off, clanking to the deck.



Jane stood. Perfect posture. Blank expression. Not even gloating. Except... he caught a single glimpse of a bead of sweat trailing down her temple. She wiped it away without comment. Grant stared at the belt. Threw it aside to get it as far from his junk as possible in case it decided to explode anyway, out of spite.



“Holy shit,” Grant croaked.



Boomi, still naked and pouting, smacked a fist into Jane’s arm. “Why’d you save him? I almost won!”



Jane knelt, reached out, and patted Boomi’s head like she was a mis-programmed toaster. “You were not thinking clearly. Your Hoplite instincts likely activated primitive survival functions.”



“Oh,” Boomi blinked. “Yeah... that sounds right.”



“Furthermore,” Jane continued, turning to Grant. “Empirical evidence shows he is not a threat. He could have freed himself from our restraints at any time but chose not to. He has not retaliated. He has not been aggressive. He protected us… twice.”



“And he hasn’t tried to rape anyone,” Boomi added thoughtfully.



“Correct.”



Boomi sighed and looked up at Grant, cheeks and antennae pink. “Sorry I tried to dry-hump you to death.”



Grant groaned and covered his face with both hands. “Yeah. No problem. Happens all the time.”



Her eyes went south and he realized he was still naked from the waist down and sporting a hardon. Ooops… He grabbed his shorts.



 



***



 



After the near-castration, Grant lay on the hard slab of a bed staring at the ceiling, one hand cupped protectively over his balls out of instinct. He was tired. Aching. His crotch still tingled with the memory of the defused grenade that had been wired to it.



Sleep was not an option.



His thoughts spun in lazy, grim loops. Alice. Was she still alive? Still locked up in some corner of this psychedelic hellhole? Or already spaced by some overeager sleestak with a bonus quota and short temper? He didn’t know. But he knew one thing: if she
 was
 still breathing, he had to find her.



Ha had to face facts... the game was stacked against him. Odds were good he was going to be delivered to the courthouse planet and sentenced to an eternity of torture. His best, real option was kill himself before he got there and take as many lizards with him as he could. But before he could do that, he had to make sure Alice was okay... that she was taken care of. Even if it meant going full scorched earth on the prison.



A shuffle of movement from the bunk on the other wall alerted him.



He heard them whispering. Boomi’s voice, fast and hushed. Jane’s, slow and neutral. Couldn’t make out the words, just the murmur of schemes and secrets. He waited. Tried not to listen. Tried not to feel anything.



Then, a rustle. Two shapes silhouetted in the dark sat up.



“Garnt?” Boomi’s voice, unsure. “Can we talk?”



He sat up with a groan. “Sure. Can't sleep anyway. What’s one more weird conversation in the middle of a space prison death cube.”



Jane sat cross-legged, back straight, hands folded like she was about to explain quantum physics. Boomi looked like a guilty schoolgirl about to confess to burning down the gym.



Jane began. “Hoplites experience elevated libido due to their necroplanet heritage.”



Grant blinked. “Okay. That’s one hell of an opening line.”



Boomi looked up sheepishly. “Like I said, I'm from a necroplanet too... Hoplia that is...”



Jane corrected: “Class 1 Necroplanet. Hoplite hyumins developed speed, agility and the ability to evade the planet’s predator – a type of quadruped with sentience called a grendel. But they also developed a distinct evolutionary advantage over baseline hyumins by having a supercharged reproductive cycle. High birth rates would allow the species more chances to survive.”



Boomi nodded. “Right. That. Everything tried to kill us. More babies gave us a numbers edge. So... now... even though we’re all evolved and smart and civilized and stuff, the urge is still... y’know.”



“Weaponized horniness?”



Boomi nodded, blushing hard enough to light the cell.



Grant’s brain did a little backflip.
 Oh my God... she is a rabbit. An alien sex-rabbit.



And then it clicked.



Jane had been making the little alien girl squirt twice a day for a reason… Not because she was abusing her or getting off on it... She wasn’t being kinky. She was being
 helpful
 . Burning off her friend's hyperactive sex drive.



“Hoplite sex drive – left untended – can get... messy. Aggressive even,” Jane continued. “I did my best but... my technique is inefficient. For obvious reasons. Therefore, I propose a reassignment. You will assume Boomi’s relief schedule. Effective immediately.”



Grant choked. “You want me to...”



“Sexually satisfy her, yes.”



 



***



 









Chapter 18
    
 
: Peer Reviewed Experiment




 



“Maybe the micronauts aren’t translating this right… you want me to fuck her?”



The blue girl raised a single pink eyebrow and looked at him like he was barely smart enough to breathe. “There’s no mistake; that’s what I said. Are you celibate? Or a virgin? Do you need me to draw you a diagram?”



Faced by the half-naked blue amazon and the even more naked little albino jackrabbit, Grant was getting mental whiplash. “Wait… wait… We barely know each other!”



Jane countered without missing a beat. “You are the only male available. You have already demonstrated protective behavior, restraint, and consideration for our safety. Getting to know each other will occur concurrently with intercourse.”



Grant opened his mouth, then closed it again. That was... weirdly logical. And disturbingly hard to argue with.



“What if I hurt her?”



“Boomi is more durable that she seems, her body had evolved considerable advantages when it comes to reproduction.”



Grant almost choked. “Whoa... nobody said anything about having kids. What if I knock her up? What if...”



“Available data indicates this isn't breeding season. Conception is nearly impossible.”



“Oh.”



Boomi scooted closer on her knees, naked under the blanket. “I haven’t known you long,” she whispered, looking up at him through white lashes. “But I kinda like you. Please... help me?”



Grant’s brain exploded into static.



He wanted to say no. Wanted to keep some kind of moral high ground. But Boomi was biting her lip. Her thighs were rubbing together. She whimpered, once.



He was only human.



“Okay,” he muttered. “I’ll help.”



Boomi’s face lit up. Her antennae blushed pink and practically vibrated.



And then... whatever self-control she had been holding on to shattered like a dropped wine glass. She launched herself forward in a blur of pale limbs and giggles, stripping the blanket away as she tackled him onto the mattress.



The last thing he heard before her lips and tits and very enthusiastic thighs smothered him was Jane’s emotionless voice:



“I have updated the rota. Good luck.”



Her tiny, pale body was like a heat-seeking missile. Limbs wrapped. Her fingers yanked at his prison jumper with frantic, clawed desperation.



“Off-off-off!” she gasped, moaning as she wrestled the fabric. “Necro-dick now, please!”



Grant barely had time to breathe. She was on him, around him,
 everywhere
 , a blur of albino curves and wildly enthusiastic energy. Her kisses were messy and relentless. She climbed his chest like a pole dancer on caffeine. Clothing tore. Jumpsuits hit the floor.



Spotting his erect cock she almost yelled:



“Ohhh my god...
 yes!
 THIS is what I needed!” she grabbed it in two hands; could have used two more. “This is what I... WHOA! That’s... oh, wow. No wonder you’re from a death world, that thing’s a monster!”



Then with a determined smile she squatted overtop of him, aimed for her pale pussy, and he could almost hear her mental 'three... two... one... go!' as she dropped herself down on him in freefall.



As he drove all the way up inside her small form her eyes bugged out and she gave a startled “Gahhhh!” Her antennae went rigid as a pair of rabbit ears on a television set.



He tried to respond but she was already bouncing, hands braced on his chest, eyes rolling back as she rode him with abandon. Her body practically steamed. every inch of her jiggling with the force of impaling herself over and over again.



Her eyes rolled up and a long, wailing yell rose out of her throat as her feathery antennae turned bright red.



She laughed mid-orgasm. “I almost blew this up? I must’ve been outta my mind! This is AMAZING!”



Grant gritted his teeth. He wasn’t used to being
 ridden like a stolen mountain bike.
 But a moment later as his cock stretched her extremely tight little kitty he forgot what he’d ever been complaining about. After the first few minutes he managed to wrestle control back from her and scooped her up in his arms, burying her face in his neck, ass in the air and jackhammered her.



Boomi’s dirty talk ramped up every time she came, which was often. Her voice, breathless and honest, spilled every horny thought in her head.



“F-faster... hhnng... you’re so BIG... Jane couldn’t reach this deep... ohhh yes...
 YES!
 ”



At some point between orgasm three and five, Grant noticed movement beside the bed. Jane. Cool as ever, sliding under the blanket beside them like a ninja. She has her improvised wall game panel in hand and he could see she was using it to record video.



“I require observational proximity,” she explained, completely deadpan. “To document for scientific purposes.”



Grant narrowed his eyes. “Scientific, huh?”



Jane nodded solemnly. “I have a hypothesis.”



Boomi didn’t seem to mind. She was currently moaning into Grant’s neck and mumbling incoherent praise about his monster junk.



That’s when something snapped.



Grant had been pushed around, prodded, seduced, and manipulated since arriving in this pastel nightmare of a prison. But now, buried under a writhing sex rabbit and being recorded on a sex tape by a horny sociopath in a lab coat, something primal took over.



He flipped Boomi like a pancake and pinned her to the mattress. She was flexible… crazy flexible. Had her knees beside her ears as he pinned her down and pounded the frustration out of her.



“Oh my stars...
 yes please!
 ” she gasped, legs kicking into the air in excitement.



He didn’t hold back.



Positions blurred. Sheets flew. Boomi’s gasps turned into animal sounds and unfiltered declarations of delight. Grant drove into her through a half-dozen acrobatic angles until she finally collapsed in a twitching, come-drunk heap.



And he was still hard.



Jane blinked.



“You appear... unsated,” she observed, pupils dilating.



Grant grabbed her by the waist and pulled her in.



“Time for a field test,” he growled.



Jane’s composure cracked for the first time. “Wait... every experiment needs an impartial observer.”



“Didn't anyone ever tell you?” Grant said yanking her panties off. “The act of observing an experiment changes the experiment.”



Thank you Season 2, Episode 8 of Space Force Five...



“A credible point…” she muttered. “If you insist, I… I’m ready…”



Jane wasn’t ready.



“Gimme that,” Boomi said, grabbing the recording device out of her hands and turning it on Jane. “Try choking her a bit!” Boomi said.



“Boomi!” the stacked blue woman protested. “That’s what you like…”



“Guilty!” she smiled and kept recording as he pulled her tits out of her top.



Grant was slightly shocked to find a difference in her alien anatomy he hadn’t noticed before… her tits had retractable nipples… hidden inside a narrow slit. But a double-handful massage and the nibbling, tongue caresses he gave the blue mounds fixed that. In moments her nips appeared like shy mice poking out from a hole.



Sucking them into his mouth one at a time she arched her back and gave a moaning cry.



“T-they’re sensitive!” she pleaded, but he didn’t care. Lavished them with attention from his tongue and lips until she was gasping like a steam train.



She tried to be clinical about it... tried to log observations between moans, whispering hypotheses into the crook of his neck. But Grant had hit his limit. The teasing, the manipulation, the weeks of pent-up tension... all of it poured into every motion as he flipped the script on the blue-skinned scientist.



He teased her first, just to watch her squirm. Soft touches circling the pink bush between her legs and finding her slippery opening. Slow thrusts with his fingers, building up until he was fingerbanging her as hard as she’d done to Boomi.



“Nyyaaaaa!” she gave a yell and something gushed over his hand.



“Careful, doc. If you keep clenching like that, I’m gonna need to recalibrate my equipment,” he gasped, pulling his fingers out and showing her how wet she was.



“T-that’s an abnormal data point,” she blushed. “I never do that…”



“You’re not writing notes this time, Jane. You’re the
 subject,
 and I’ve got a hypothesis about how many times I can make you squirt.”



They were cramped in the single bunk so he flipped her over onto her hands and knees, making a bridge over Boomi’s stunned form. Spreading the cheeks of the perfect blue behind he decided to check if she was that color everywhere. Making her gasp and twitch as he whispered dirty little threats into her sapphire garden.



“Let’s run that simulation again. For reproducibility.”



He slid his cock into her from behind and the calm exterior shattered. Her body shook as she took in the whole size of him.



“W-what are you… h-how are you?” she moaned as he started to plunge into her deepest spots, touching off a chain reaction in only a few thrusts.



“T-this is t-testing
 applied friction d-dynamics,” she moaned. “
 Don’t worry... I brought plenty of variables.”



She bit her lip, face flushing azure as her hands gripped the mattress. Her breath came in shallow bursts.



And then he rewarded her.



Each deep, deliberate thrust turned her sharp intellect into babbled fragments. Her cold mask melted, eyes wide and glassy, mouth open in unguarded pleasure. Boomi zoomed in with the recorder, smushed under Jane.



“Oh Jane…” she sighed. “You take that cock so well…”



Grant grinned. “Say it, doc. Tell me how your metrics are looking now that you’re being
 thoroughly peer-reviewed.
 ”



When he picked up the pace, Jane actually whimpered... a tiny, surprised sound like she was annoyed at her own biology for betraying her. Her legs locked around his waist.



She reached for the recorder. “Stop… I don’t… want this… on record!”



Boomi yanked it out of her reach. “But you look like such a cock-slut!”



Grant thrust so hard she gasped and forgot what she'd been doing.



“I... was not expecting... field conditions to be so... effective,” she breathed, her voice cracking.



Grant gripped her hips. “Yeah, welcome to doing 
 hard
 science, baby.”



By the end, both women were limp and gasping, barely able to move. Tangled together in a puddle of sweat, satisfaction and at least four doses of Grant's special sauce. Grant slid out of the crowded bunk and sat on the floor. Staring at the tangle of come-soaked beauties.



“Best. Prison. Ever.”



 



***



 



The air smelled like recirculated sweat and whatever passed for scented cleaning products in the block, but compared to the haze of sex fumes in his cell it was like a spring breeze. On his way to the cafeteria for breakfast the other inmates were tripping over themselves to get out of his way. Grant kept his eyes forward, shoulders square, tried not to walk funny as his emptied balls and overused cock chafed in his uniform shorts. Pretending this was a normal walk. Like last night hadn’t happened. Like he hadn’t...



…had an endless threeway with an alien space rabbit and a blue amazon?



Suddenly Boomi was there, clinging to his arm like she was fused there. Like a lamprey eel.



A cheerful, curvy lamprey with adoration in her eyes and a satisfied smile.



“Mmm. Your scent’s different this morning,” she purred, nosing his side like a bloodhound in heat. “Less murdery, more... post-coital grump bear. I like it.”



He grunted. “Can you maybe not sniff me like a junkie near a glue trap?”



She giggled. “Aww. Look at you pretending you didn’t rearrange my entire genetic structure last night. My organs are still glitching from the aftershock. I literally can’t walk straight. Wanna fix that again after breakfast carb bars?”



Behind them, Jane’s voice chimed in, calm, clinical, and utterly inappropriate.



“Her instability is consistent with hoplite post-imprint bonding. Although the neurochemical saturation appears to have radiated laterally. I recorded three distinct points of violation after Boomi reached critical fatigue and lost motor control.”



Grant froze mid-step. “What?”



Jane took position calmly at his other side, reading from a datapad where she’d apparently taken notes when he wasn’t looking.



“You exhibited elevated aggression, redundant thrust repetition, and instinctual grip override. I experienced direct collateral engagement. Three times. In common terms you pinned me down and smashed me with inappropriate force.”



“I... it wasn’t
 inappropriate
 ... !” Grant started.



Jane tilted her head. “I did not resist. You were extremely effective. Satisfaction metrics: 96.7%.”



Boomi gasped, not from offense but pure theatrical joy.



“Wait, Jane got bounce-bounced three more times on my downtime? That’s so hot. I knew I should’ve stayed conscious.”



Grant groaned and picked up the pace. “Can we please just get to the damn canteen without someone filing a scientific paper on my dick?”



Boomi skipped ahead of them. Literally skipped.



Every inmate they passed stared. Some with envy. Some with horror. One mutated raccoon-thing bowed reverently and chittered.



Boomi hissed back. “Back off, he’s taken. A bunch of times!”



Jane nodded. “Sequential coitus should be logged with communal recordkeeping per Block C social ritual statute. Shall I submit?”



“No!”



“Copying logs to: Warden Memory, Public Rec, and Interpersonal Performance Board...”



“Jane... no!”



Then he saw a small smile at the corner of her lips. She was joking.



They reached the canteen entrance. Boomi pressed close and whispered, “Want me to announce we consummated the bond in front of the vitamin bar dispenser? My people would kill for that kind of clout.”



“I’ll kill you for doing it,” Grant muttered, stepping inside.



Jane followed silently behind. “Noted. Will update kill-threat baseline to include reproductive display scenarios.”



Grant stared into his tray of food bars and tried not to remember he was in a prison ship as Boomi and Jane chattered between themselves in a
 very
 good mood.



Yesterday, his biggest problem was that his dick was about to get atomized by a chastity bomb. Today? He’d just survived a threeway that would make most porn stars tap out for water and put an ice-pack on their vagina.



He chewed slowly, flanked on either side by the cause of his current exhaustion.



Boomi was still half in a daze, swinging her legs under the table like a schoolgirl on rocket fuel, her tray untouched. “... and then when you grabbed my thighs and practically stood me on my head, I swear I
 saw God.
 Or at least, like, four of you. Or a hot cloud maybe? Anyway I screamed so loud I think it gave Jane an orgasm just from the echo... “



Jane didn’t blink. She dabbed her mouth with the institutional napkin. “It was a notably efficient application of leverage. Your sustained control across multiple pelvic angles suggests advanced neuromuscular coordination, likely enhanced by necroplanet genetic conditioning.”



Grant rubbed his temples. “Can we
 not
 do a play-by-play breakdown of last night over mystery breakfast loaf?”



The cafeteria had gone quiet around them. Everyone was watching the table, ears straining, while trying not to look obvious. Boomi’s volume didn’t help.



From across the room, Ursu the six-breasted bear humanoid gang leader locked eyes with Grant. Her green-gorilla sidekick bared her teeth and showed a few missing from yesterday's encounter with Grant's fist.



Grant stared right back, fork in hand, jaw set.



After a long pause, Ursu looked away. The ape followed. A moment later, they stood up and wandered off like they had pressing appointments elsewhere... like laundry folding or
 not dying.



The rest of the mess hall went back to pretending they weren’t eavesdropping.



Boomi bit her lip and mooned at him, feathery antennas curling demurely. “Oooh. You’ve got the look now. The ‘don’t screw with me unless you want to become a condiment’ look.”



“Boomi... shut up before I strangle you,” he growled.



“Oh god, why does that sound so hot?” she squirmed, leaning her tits against his arm.



That’s when the slug arrived.



Bondo – or rather
 Bonda
 these days – slithered up to the table with her usual trail of moist friendliness and breath that smelled like brine shrimp and burnt rubber. Her mass quivered with excitement.



“GAAAAAARNT!” she bellowed, attracting every eye in a three-table radius. “You’ve done it, hyumin! Word is out!”



Grant didn’t even get mad. At this point? This walking booger was the closest thing he had to a guy pal in the nearest million miles.



“Hey, Bonda. What now?”



“The Licker Gang wants to meet you!” Bonda bounced... squished?... in place. “Boss wants a sit-down! Official-like! Neutral territory!”



Grant narrowed his eyes. “Why?”



“Dunno. Maybe ‘cause you sent half of Musclehead Ursu’s crew to the medbay and the other half into therapy? Maybe ‘cause word is you’ve got, and I quote, ‘enough big dick energy to power a small lunar colony’?”



Boomi made a proud squeak.



Jane nodded once. “Can confirm.”



Grant thought it over. Trap? “Where and when?” He'd be worried if they'd been invited to their fortified position. 



“Non-denominational chapel,” Bonda said. “One hour. Bring your A-game.”



Inside Grant's brain the micronaut translators did a complex dance that made him fuzzy for a second as they fought to faithfully tell him what Bonda had said. The slug hadn’t actually said ‘one hour’. His mind now somehow knew that the prison ship – and all space-faring ships – ran on a 10-hour light day and a 10-hour night that collectively counted as a 'cycle' and that a space-civilization hour was more like eighty Earth minutes. Then it correctly converted the space-minutes to Earth-minutes.



He shook off the shiver of knowing machines were buzzing around in his head like they lived there. An hour… just enough time to dread the hell out of it.



“Tell them we'll be there,” he said, and the slug slithered off.



“I’ll go alone,” he said quietly to the girls.



“Nope,” Boomi said.



“Not a chance,” Jane agreed.



“I’m serious. I don’t want you two getting... “



Boomi leaned in, face suddenly serious. “We’re not leaving you, Grant. Not now.”



Jane adjusted her data pad. “You may be unpredictable, undertrained, and emotionally unstable. But you’re
 our
 unpredictable, undertrained, emotionally unstable cellmate.”



Grant groaned. “Fine. You’re the boss of you.”



“Nuh-uh,” Boomi smiled leaning against him. “You're the boss of me... in bed anyway. Right Jane?”



“Can confirm,” the blue amazon said.



They sat there, half paying attention, eyeing the flickering holo-display above the vending array. Some alien infomercial blasted across the screen... bright colors, overly enthusiastic voiceover, and animated graphics of a six-limbed creature using a glowing tube of something on its... was that an elbow? Or its genitals?



The voiceover kicked in.
 “Are you suffering from subdermal shame-hives? Want reduce throb-itch of social failure? Introducing NEW JoySpackle™, for application to skin-surface or adjacent mucosal zone! Warning: do not inhale while submerged.”



Grant blinked. A CGI diagram showed the alien applying the gel, immediately becoming more attractive to its mates... who all clapped, then evaporated.



“JoySpackle™ may cause existential regret, cranial blooms, or spontaneous career change. Offer invalid if dissolved.”



“What the hell did I just watch?” Grant muttered, rubbing his eyes. “These shitty micronaut translators are about as useful as tits on a lesbian,” Grant muttered, still staring at the screen.



Jane didn't look up. “The micronauts optimize for comprehension, not fidelity.”



Grant squinted. “Meaning they make shit up.”



She gave a mild shrug. “Meaning they attempt to convey the intended meaning within the cultural reference matrix of the user.”



He groaned. “Okay, but how do these things actually work?”



Jane set down her tablet. “The micronaut system is based on ultrafine nanoscopic synthetics suspended in a smart fluid carrier... think of it like blood, but dumber and with better Wi-Fi. They form ad-hoc neural interfaces at key linguistic centers in your brain, intercept auditory input, and cross-translate using semantic-temporal pattern recognition.”



“In English, Jane.”



She looked at him. “Are you trying to be funny? I'm speaking Thraxxian, a dialect of Azurian Prime... that's the whole point; the micronauts only make it sound like I'm speaking your language.”



“I mean,” he gritted his teeth. “Simpler, with less technobabble...”



She stared at him, annoyed. “Tiny machines in your brain make alien talk sound like Dirt talk. They also guess good,” she said in baby-talk.



Grant rolled his eyes. “Figures. And nobody thinks maybe letting machines edit conversations in real time is a bad idea?”



“It's highly regulated,” Jane replied. “The Micronaut Protocol Accords of Gliese Convention 17, plus the Interstellar Instrumentation Trust Compromise of 4.9.22, require stringent ethical oversight—”



“Uh-huh… so of course you know nothing about the technology because you never illegally experimented with it…”



Jane gave him a secret smile. “That would be admitting to a capital crime,” she winked. “There are very limited legal uses for micronauts. The only other ones I am aware of on this ship are for medical use or the security cluster Luxx uses.”



Grant sat up and gave her a sideways glance. “Luxx? That fat bastard’s got robots in his blood?”



“Of a different kind,” Jane said casually, picking up her tablet again. “Bonded nanoscopic subtypes keyed to his genome. They replicate through his bloodstream and interface with the ship's command systems via DNA-linked biometric gates. He's like a mobile biometric encryption token.”



“A walking kill switch,” Grant muttered.



Jane nodded. “A very effective anti-mutiny failsafe. He can override all other command authorities. The ship is coded to him.”



Grant let out a low whistle. “I always wondered why none of his crew popped his fat ass. That’d explain it.”



Jane tilted her head. “Yes. Remove him and the system enters deadlock.”



Glancing at the screen he decided he was tired of just sitting there watching commercials. Instead they went to the weights room to chase some inmates off the resistance trainers. He did two reps of 100 lifts on the highest setting and hardly felt it. He was going to have to get Jane to build him something more powerful or he’d start to lose muscle tone.



They reached the chapel with twenty seconds to spare. It was a high-ceilinged room covered in flickering neon holograms of every deity, planet, and what Grant assumed were divine MLM pyramid schemes.



Grant stepped in first... and stopped.



At the far end of the room stood six female inmates. Two on either side of a pair of green-skinned hulking humanoid women. Underbites and muscles. One with a missing eye and the other with a yellow mohawk of hair.



Which one was the boss? He stared them down and without saying a word the two of them stepped aside.



He didn’t notice the hair at first… just that the two green babes had revealed a smaller, slighter female figure behind them who really filled out the yellow hazard uniform in amazing ways. Round ass straining at the fabric.



Then she turned and his mind registered…



Freckles, red hair…



Alice.



The moment hit Grant like a sucker punch to the soul. His heart dropped, then kicked into overdrive. For a few surreal seconds, he thought he was hallucinating. She turned to see him and her mouth opened. Shocked.



Grant’s vision narrowed. To the sight of Alice standing there surrounded by her captors. All he saw was six bruisers in Licker Gang ink menacing her: half-feral, half-military, armed with shivs and pipes.



These motherfuckers think they can threaten her to get me...



Something in him snapped.



With a roar, he charged.



The first thug barely had time to blink before Grant’s fist caved in her cheekbone. The second got a knee in the gut that sent her flying into a pew with a crunch of both plastic and ribs. The third managed to stab Grant in the shoulder... but Grant barely felt it. Didn’t slow. He grabbed the attacker by the collar and headbutted her hard enough to knock out an eye from the socket.



Somewhere distantly he heard his own voice yelling that he'd ‘punch a fucking hole in their faces and then fuck the face hole’ of anyone who'd laid a finger on Alice. Then something about stomping them into a cell toilet until they were pulped enough to flush.



A pipe slammed across Grant’s back. A blade sliced across his ribs. He felt every hit... but he didn’t
 feel
 them. Not yet. His body was a machine running on rage and adrenaline. He was halfway to Alice before anyone realized they should run.



He raised his fist for the next kill...



“GRANT!”



Her voice pierced the white fog.



“STOP! I’M OKAY!” Alice yelled.



Suddenly she was in front of him, grabbing his arm.



Grant froze.



Alice. Alive. Not bleeding. Not begging for help.



Her hands were on his chest. Her eyes locked on his. Her face... tense, confused, but calm. The world slowed down. The roaring in his ears faded. His breathing hitched. He blinked down at the blood on his hands, the bruises on his arms, the bodies groaning around him.



The adrenaline broke like a fever.



And Grant shuddered, taking his first real breath since the fight started. Grant’s feet froze. His thoughts scattered. He’d come looking for Alice. Dreamed about her. Worried. Imagined her broken or lost or turned into some prison-beast’s toilet.



He never imagined
 this.



Alice blinked like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing either. Her jaw twitched.



“You?” she said, her voice low and disbelieving. “
 You’re
 the psycho killer who took out Ursu’s gang?”



Grant touched her with both hands. Slowly. “You’re the maniac boss who runs the Licker Gang?”



The room tensed like a spring.



Boomi's voice was loud in the quiet. “Oh my god, he's got a knife sticking up in his back, that's so hot!” And bounced in place.



Alice stammered. “I didn’t know… I only thought… They said there was some murdering war crime named
 Garnt
 …” her voice trailed off, suddenly realizing her obvious mistake. “Goddammit!”



Grant could barely hear her. His blood was rushing in his ears.



“Alice... you're okay?”



She nodded, looking worried. Same pale skin flushing pink. Same pissed-off stance. The surviving flunkies with tattoos, brands, and contraband weapons shifted uneasily at her angry expression. Well of course they would… he could imagine what she’d done to them to rise to the boss of the Licker gang.



“I came looking for you,” he said stupidly.



“Uh-huh... I got that,” she gave a half smile.



“You're okay?” he repeated.



“Yes, Grant, Geezus... sit down and let's get that knife out of you.”



Two of her gang were moaning on the floor. Two more weren't moving at all.



“Sorry about that... these guys with you?”



“Yeah...” she sighed. “Long story.”



“I’d love to hear it,” he said.



 



***







Chapter 19
    
 
: Alice in Prisonland




 



Alice didn’t sit like someone relaxed. She perched. Perfect posture. Arms crossed. One bare foot braced on the bench like she was daring it to challenge her authority. Grant leaned back on the edge of the chapel fountain, watching her with half-lidded eyes while Boomi lounged against him like a sleepy cat and Jane observed from a calculated distance.



“So,” Grant said. “You gonna tell us how you became queen of the psycho circus?”



Alice sniffed. “If you’re implying there was anything undignified about my rise to leadership, I’ll have you know it was a necessary, methodical process grounded in strategy.”



Grant rolled his eyes. That probably meant
 horrible violence and some shady deal involving bodily fluids.



Alice adjusted her collar like she was giving a press briefing. “After they took me from y... I mean... took me out of the isocube, I was assigned to Cell Block F-11… Women's Wing, High Risk. They dumped me in with twenty-two genetically divergent human alien females, three mutant cannibals, and one spider war criminal.”



“Arachnid,” Jane clarified.



“Which one was running the gang before you took over?” Grant asked.



“Irrelevant,” Alice said crisply. “The point is, I established my dominance within 36 hours.”



Grant snorted. Jane nodded appreciatively. Boomi whispered, “She’s so cool.”



Alice continued. “It began during a melee over nutrition rations. I neutralized my competition with a plastic spork and the tray divider from a synthetic protein product. Then I secured my corner cell through a mixture of intimidation, targeted leverage, and improvised poison gas.”



Boomi gasped. “That’s so smart!”



“Terrifying,” Jane corrected. “But effective.”



Grant narrowed his eyes. “You’re leaving out the part where you definitely shanked someone.”



Alice looked offended. “That implies I lost control of the situation. I never did. Well... except during the factional purge. When the Sump Sisters and the Jade Nail Syndicate tried to jump me in the hydroponic workshop.”



Boomi gasped. Grant perked up.



“Let me guess,” he said. “They didn’t want you setting up shop on their turf.”



Alice sniffed. “Correct. They misunderstood the scope of my enterprise and attempted to reassert control.”



That sort of gang-turf control was apparently popular in space as well as on Earth. He’d seen it in real-life... East Coast vs West Coast, Aryan Brotherhood vs Black Guerrilla Family, Latin Kings vs everyone. Hadn’t wanted any part of it. Apparently, Space Prison politics made warlords out of women with nothing but plastic cutlery and trauma-induced delusions of grandeur.



“So what happened?”



Alice shrugged like it wasn’t worth elaborating. “I incentivized the guards to lock us in together. One hour. No observers. No rules.”



Grant blinked. “That’s... some negotiation skills you must have.”



She didn’t disagree. “Afterward, there were... organizational vacancies. I filled them. Efficiently.”



Translation: she probably broke the leader’s spine if they didn’t cooperate and offered the same choice to their second-in-command.



Boomi squeaked. “Hot.”



Grant frowned down at her. “You are
 not
 alright.”



Alice’s face twitched, but she went on. “Once the challengers were removed, I began networking. The guards are incompetent, the Captain is functionally absent, and the supply chain is more corrupt than a small-town police department with a civil asset forfeiture quota. I identified a black-market void in the block economy and began building a syndicate around my exclusive control of a critical commodity.”



“What commodity?” Grant asked.



Alice hesitated just a breath too long.



“Trade secret,” she said.



“Oh come on,” Boomi whined. “Tell ussssss!”



Jane nodded. “Data is currency. Without transparency, your claims lack substantiation.”



Alice looked smug. “You’ll find out. Eventually.”



Grant gave her a side-eye. “So you backstabbed, extorted, and racketeered your way to the top, but
 I’m
 the crazy one.”



“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said primly, shaking out her hair. “I had to eliminate rivals. It’s a political necessity.” She turned her head slightly and that’s when he saw it.



Grant squinted. “Wait... hang on.”



A little animated hologram shimmered to life just under her hairline on the back of her neck... an animated hologram of a poison dart frog flipping the double bird while smoking a hookah made from a plasma cartridge.



Grant pointed. “You got a
 prison tattoo.
 ”



Alice turned red, quickly covering it up. “It was part of the initiation ritual!”



Boomi clapped in delight. “You’re one of us now!”



Jane deadpanned, “The iconography is culturally potent.”



Grant leaned back, grinning. “Yep. Definitely not letting you sit on the moral high ground anymore. Not while you got patched in with a rave frog on your body.”



She looked uncomfortable but stared at the floor and said, “What else was I supposed to do?”



For a moment Grant felt bad, like he hadn’t tried hard enough to reach her. But remembering the number of near-death’s he’d suffered to get here his guilt melted away. “Alright, Bond villain. Cut the monologue. What the hell
 was
 the black market commodity?”



Alice blinked, clearly uncomfortable. Jane leaned forward slightly. Boomi’s ears perked.



Alice crossed her arms, sniffed, and said, “Wine coolers.”



Grant blinked. “Wait. What.”



“I invented wine coolers.”



“You
 what
 ?”



“I invented... “ she gritted her teeth, “... a high-sugar, low-proof ethanol-based beverage created by fermenting fruit ration bars in thermoplastic bags and aging it behind the vending units where the HVAC dumps its bleed heat. And it’s
 in very high demand.
 ”



“You invented jailhouse toilet hooch. In
 space.
 ”



She raised her chin. “It’s called
 Toxitini.
 And it has a 94% customer retention rate.”



Jane nodded approvingly. “That was you? Impressive fermentation under hostile conditions.”



Boomi clapped. “Can you get us free samples?”



Grant was still stuck on the fact that Alice... the woman he guessed would alphabetize her shampoo bottles... had become the Scarface of space toilet booze.



Alice crossed her arms defensively. “Don’t act so shocked. Have you
 seen
 these aliens? They’re lightweights. They metabolize methanized protein paste. They’ve never developed recreational poisons. Alcohol is a cultural anomaly. We developed it because it’s a
 necroplanet
 thing
 .
 ”



Grant blinked. “Wait. You figured out Earth was a necroplanet?”



Alice rolled her eyes. “Class 9. It’s practically a cosmic mistake. It explains
 so much
 . These aliens lose their minds over sugar, caffeine, and anything spicier than lukewarm curry. You give them a fruity buzz and suddenly they’re all your best friends. It’s behavioral chemistry. I built an empire with a Ziploc and a dream.”



Grant muttered, “And about a hundred liters of violence.”



Alice ignored him.



He held out his hand. “Fine. Let’s see this legendary sludge.”



Alice snapped her fingers. One of her green henchwomen hustled over, pulled a ballooned, knotted plastic bag from a cargo pouch, and handed it to Grant like she was delivering fine wine on a velvet cushion.



“How you planning on payin?” the henchwoman squinted her one good eye.



Grant raised his eyebrows. “You charging
 me
 ?”



Jane sat her datapad down on the bench. Boomi growled. The tension jumped like static.



“It's cool, Mufti,” Alice said, voice sharp. “He drinks free.”



Grant grumbled as he took the bag. “You know, I really think you might've gone overboard at this ganglord thing.”



Alice blinked. “Didn’t
 you
 take control of the men’s block?”



Grant looked away. “Yeah, well, I had a
 lot
 of distractions, okay? Shower fights. Exploding pants. Trying to track you down because I thought you were dead. Minor stuff.”



That shut her up.



She looked at him. Really looked. For once, she didn’t have a smug comeback or a snarky deflection. Grant could tell by the way she blinked too fast and fiddled with her sleeves that she was trying to process something she wasn't used to.



He took a long pull from the hooch and gagged. “Tastes like melted crayons and cough syrup.” He'd been dying for a hard drink the last few weeks but all this did was remind him what good bourbon tasted like.



Boomi grabbed the bag and chugged. “Mmm! Fruity!”



Jane quickly grabbed it away. “Not too much.” She sipped and jotted a note on her data pad. “Potential for improvement.”



 



***



 



Grant did his best to come to grips with the fact Alice hadn’t needed saving. After all that effort and danger he’d arrived only to discover her living comfortably on top of the hyumin social order in the women’s block. Hell, she hadn’t even said thank you. He’d met her type before; self-made over-achievers who couldn’t admit to anyone – let alone themselves – that they needed help. He could see in Alice’s eyes that saying ‘thanks’ would be like admitting some sort of personal failure.



So he did his best to ignore Alice and enjoy some well-deserved relaxation. Prison life settled into a rhythm. A horrible, headache-flavored rhythm powered by fluorescent misery and ten-hour day cycles.



Every ten hours, the lights would dim and shift into a hazy red glow, officially designating “night.” It wasn’t restful. It looked like someone had slathered a crime scene in mood lighting.



Jane confirmed the sleestak homeworld had a shorter rotational period... also would explain their extreme breakability due to low gravity if the planet was the size of a fancy marble. Grant didn’t argue. He was too busy trying to figure out how to exist without committing daily violence.



He parked himself in the middle of the rec room. A big human slab of “come at me, bro” energy. In Earth prisons, eavesdropping was how you got stabbed. Here, it was how you announced dominance. Nobody dared ask him to leave.



So they just ignored him. Which was exactly what he wanted.



He watched a lot of video entertainment, but the real education was watching the other inmates.



Video
 blerps
 – a form of media something like a cross between church confessional and a YourTube channel – promised things like “26 Tips to Groom Your Genital Pouch” and “Top 10 Parasites That Make You Sexier.” Grant didn’t ask questions. One alien who looked like a pink canine-lizard humanoid with horns was really into an educational blerp about six-legged desert wild dogs that hunted in coordinated click-language packs and pissed on carnivorous insect mounds to drive the things out where they could be eaten. The prisoner watching barked along with the blerpisodes like it was her national anthem.



At the commissary, holographic snack bags blinked and chirped in sparkly fonts. Drinks pulsed with bioluminescent hologram labels like ‘Vibra-Nade’ or ‘XER-8 Refresh Protocol’ or ‘Krösh’. Inmates with enough credit... transferred in from rich relatives or probably bribed clergy... lined up for overpriced junk food. The wrappers didn’t get tossed. They got traded.



Grant spotted two inmates behind the vending area, repurposing the disposable heating element from inside a single-serving container of something that looked like corn soup. One held down a squirming friend while the other ironed a holographic frog-dragon mascot from a bag of snack-pops onto their bicep with the scavenged heating unit.



“Hold still or it’ll look blurry again,” said the tattooist.



A couple days in and the ear-chips of ten inmates – Grant and Jane included – designated them for a work detail. Down in corridor seven, the work crew was rounded up to clean out a burst bioprocessing pipe. It smelled like corn-beef and cabbage hash made with toenails.



A lizard-headed Sleestak guard... decked out in full Tactical Enthusiasm™ gear... watched the labor from behind a stun pole. The only notable moment was when the sleestaks started racially profiling one of the inmates.



“Hey!” he shouted at a fat, toadlike inmate. “I heard your species reproduces by budding! That true?”



She grunted.



“Sounds a lot like cloning,” the Sleestak jeered. “You’re not a clone, are ya?”



The toad kept her head down. Tried to vanish. The lizard guard sauntered past Jane, elbow-deep in sludge trying to fix the automated processer unit computer.



“But we got a real-life replicant right here, don't we, you blue bitch?”



Jane let the control unit 'accidentally' slip from her fingers and the hatch spewed a stream of hot toe-fungus protein over the guard's legs.



The crew laughed. The sludge burbled.



Grant didn’t laugh. He was busy watching how Jane used the distraction to pull some chips off the control unit internal board.



She was up to something but he didn’t bother chasing it down. That would’ve cut into his mini-vacation.



 



***



 



Every time Grant had started to believe he was getting the hang of space prison he found some other weird shit. One day watching the rec room he spotted a deal going down. A trade. Quick and quiet. Commissary packets exchanged for a handful of translucent crystalline rocks. The prisoners acted like they were handling plutonium. Hushed voices. Shifty eyes. Twitchy fingers.



He mentioned it to Alice when she came down from her palace to check on him later that day.



“Drug dealers,” she agreed.



“Crack? Meth?”



Alice didn’t even glance up from her improvised ledger in her data pad. “Refined sucrose.”



“You’re telling me there’s a
 sugar black market?
 ”



“Told you.” Alice gave a tight nod. “Sucrose is one of the most potent metabolic stimulants known to most alien species. Cardiovascular disruption, neurochemical flooding, mild hallucinations, extreme hyperactivity. It’s banned by every prison syndicate. Naturally, it thrives.”



Grant leaned back, mouth slightly open. “I have
 so much
 candy in my camper.”



Boomi perked up. “Like, how much?”



“Like ‘Pablo Escobar’ levels.”



He remembered the Pixy Stix the AI shrink had given him. Then remembered the Wakmart sacks of snack hoard he kept for long hauls. If he could get to that camper now? He’d have every junkie alien in the quadrant begging for a lick of his glove compartment.



But any fantasies of sugar hegemony got cut short when the ear-chips around the room went off announcing a new work detail. Including Alice, Boomi and Jane. Unlike the last one this was big... it rang the bell for twenty inmates. A bunch of cargo palettes had toppled and the area was too cramped for an automated loader to clean up. Had to be done by hand.



Grant and 19 others were marched down to the cargo bay by a dozen guards in riot gear. Halfway there, they passed another chain gang of inmates headed in the opposite direction, finishing their shift.



Male prisoners from the other cell block.



Among the work detail was a face he recognized: Karn. The massive, tattooed bruiser running the hyumin gang from Grant’s first day in the prison. And behind him, a whole parade of familiar faces from the block.



As the two groups passed there were catcalls from both sides. Horny inmates with a rare chance to see the opposite sex.



“Mmmm-hmmm, YOU FINE PIECE OF oxtail!” a female inmate shouted.



“Hey sugar daddy, you still single?”



“I’LL BE YOUR CO-DEFENDANT!”



One alien whistled and dropped his trousers, dangling his mishappen junk. “Open bid for breeding rights,” he waggled his pecker before Ursu made fun of how small it was and there were laughs all round.



“They... uh... seem pretty eager on both sides,” Grant observed the female inmates. It was like a hot girl walking past a construction site except the girl was whistling back at the guys...



Boomi was
 delighted.
 Jane tilted her head. “Fascinating hormonal exchange dynamics.”



Alice calmly muttered, “They’re not segregated by gender for moral reasons. You should check your cultural biases, Grant.”



Grant looked over. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“The sleestak separate us to avoid uncontrolled reproduction, not out of some sort of paternalistic sex-segregation shaming. Some species can gestate in under two days. And by the way, you might want to examine the heteronormative patriarchal lens you're bringing into this. Not every society is hung up on binary gender roles or repression-based morality. From what I've learned, sex is a multifaceted social dynamic in most alien species, not a moral panic. You’re still acting like you’re in a 20th-century abstinence PSA. Try and broaden your perspective.”



Grant grimaced at her feminist rant. “So… it’s about
 population control?
 ”



Jane spoke up “The last time the guards slipped, we had an entire nursery pop out of one detention pod.”



“That’s why they put that bomb on your penis,” Boomi said.



“Exactly,” Jane nodded.



“They did what?” Alice asked.



He waved it away. “Long story.”



Grant winced and unconsciously scratched his balls. The memory of the electronic codpiece flickered back.



Yeah well... they get you to trial and you're gonna be wishing that you and your balls had  been blown into jelly chunks by a state-endorsed chastity nuke...



He kept quiet about it. Just went to work at the pile of tumbled cargo, picked up a crate, and followed orders. He’d managed to stay motivated this far despite the waiting death-by-torture that was a cosmic joke with his name on the punchline. Mostly by focussing on a way to stay alive just long enough to make sure Alice survived and then die before he could be legally executed. That was the game. Die on his own terms. And if the day ended without his genitals detonating or his skull being turned into a soup bowl, it was technically a win. Morbid? Maybe. But in space prison, where you could get shanked over coffee sweetener all he had left was gallows humor.



Now that he saw Alice was doing just fine, that motivation was gone and the soul-numbing reality of what waited was settling in.



“You’re awfully quiet,” Alice commented as she lifted a five-hundred-pound crate by herself in the ship’s low gravity.



“What’s there to talk about?” he said, not in the mood. Ignored the way she frowned at him and moved on to the next crate.



 



***



 



After a week of sinking lower and lower into depression about it, Grant decided to see if space religion had discovered anything new that might give him some comfort.



Grant didn’t talk about religion much. Not because he hated it... he just didn’t buy it. He’d grown up in a trailer with holes in the roof, roaches in the cereal box, and a televangelist screaming promises through the static every Sunday. His mom called it
 faith
 . Grant called it
 a direct deposit to nowhere
 .



He’d gone to Sunday school as a kid until he got kicked out, and it was an early warning sign about the rest of his life. He didn’t see the connection between being a good person and having kids color pictures of Jesus riding a dinosaur… Grant didn’t remember the Bible being that specific, but whatever. He was ten, already a troublemaker with and a crush on the preacher’s daughter… Molly Atkin, age eleven and just hitting puberty, blonde hair and blue eyes and already more dangerous than the plywood bike ramp Grant had built in the woods. When the teacher asked the class to draw ‘what Heaven looks like’, Grant went all in. Glitter. Marker fumes. Pure vision.



He drew himself in sunglasses, reclining in a golden hot tub on a boat surrounded by angels in bikinis... one of which was very obviously Molly. He labeled the whole scene
 “Heaven: VIP Section.”



When the teacher shrieked and tried to take the picture, Grant snatched it back and yelled, “If Heaven’s so perfect, why wouldn’t it have babes and jetskis?”



The class went silent. Molly giggled.



They told his mother never to bring him back… Molly’s father showed up at the trailer to deliver a stern lecture and warning to never look at his precious angel again. His mom grounded him, the church blacklisted him, and Molly passed him a note at school the next day. Joke was on her father – Grant was the first boy she ever let feel her tits under her shirt… though not the last by all accounts.



But on the odd chance that advanced alien civilizations had discovered something important about god or the afterlife, Grant went to check out their religious discussion group. Maybe they’d proven the afterlife existed, or at least parallel dimensions. Maybe someone had travelled to the center of the universe and found God there, taking a vacation. Anything…



About an hour in to listening to idiots argue about made-up stories, he had his answer. Across the room, the furry faction... an alliance of hyena-people, feathered possums, and something that looked like a six-foot bipedal lynx-woman... was arguing loudly with the insect gang, who were all shiny carapaces, twitchy limbs, and fast-talking antennae.



“Man, I’m tellin’ you!” a moth-woman said, wings fluttering. “The Ancient Starchild came from the Egg Nebula, born of six million spores and raised by hive-priestesses. That makes him an
 insect
 . Straight up.”



“Nah,” said a muskrat girl with a glowing mohawk. “That fool laid no eggs, didn’t molt once, and had fur! He had fur, woman! That’s Warmblood Doctrine. Y’all buggin’ for real.”



“That’s ‘cause he
 transcended
 his larval state. It’s
 symbolic,
 like molting your third soul shell.”



“Girl, he wore pants.”



“So? He also glowed in the dark and spat antimatter. Don’t mean he didn’t vibe with the Hive.”



“Y’all keep talking crazy-like an’ the Prophet-Maggot gonna rise up and
 sting
 your non-segmented ass.”



The spirited philosophical debate spiraled into apocryphal citations and half-remembered hymns about interstellar cocoons and wormhole baptisms.



The
 Church of Stellar Harmonies
 believed enlightenment was being sent in code from dying stars. Their leader wore a fishbowl helmet filled with scented vapor and preached via audio recording of neutron stars run through some sort of synthesiser.



The Carbon Saints
 definitely believed in a provable afterlife… they said flesh was temporary and salvation could only be achieved by having your mind downloaded into their proprietary VR server… assuming you paid for the premium plan.



Then there was the believers in
 The Book of the Holy Crater,
 whose followers thought the universe had been sneezed into existence; like god was some giant mutant star-goat with seasonal allergies. And that was just the surface. One race of aliens believed their space messiah was called the
 Lonely God
 and was actually a time-traveling alien. There was a very rich and very corrupt cult out of a star-cluster started by former corporate CEO two hundred years ago and was still around running a pyramid scheme called
 Tithecoin
 . There was even some weird piscine alien temple where they explained their ability to meld into each other’s flesh like a symbiote as an expression of divine unity.



Alice never joined him. Seemed to dismiss the whole thing. Her only comment was “If triangles had gods, they’d be triangle-shaped.”



The inmates who believed in each one all argued. Loudly. Constantly. No two creeds agreed on what came after death... except maybe more fundraising. Grant had heard them all out, hoping maybe one of them had a real answer. None did. Just the usual: cosmic guilt, afterlife insurance, and a whole lotta “trust me, I read a scroll”.



He wasn’t buying it. None of them had discovered the secret meaning of life, any more that Molly Atkin’s father had.



Grant was starting to think the
 insecticons
 had a point about the doomed spiral of egg, birth, survival, cocoon and transformed rebirth when a certain someone grabbed him by the chin and forced him to face her.



Boomi.



“Is this where you’ve been?” she hissed.



“Uh… yeah.”



Boomi bounced from foot to foot impatiently, cheeks flushed, beads of sweat on her forehead.



She practically moaned, grabbing Grant’s sleeve like she was afraid he’d get away. “You’re
 late.
 Dinner starts in twenty-seven minutes! I need you…”



Grant blinked. “Sorry, I was getting religion. You might want to try it.”



“I don’t need to be filled with the sacred spirit, I need
 insertion!
 ” she snapped, then immediately winced. “That came out wrong. Or right. Just...
 fix me,
 damn it!”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “You want to maybe say ‘please’ first?”



She glared at him and pulled him to his feet.



“Boomi… where are we going?” he protested.



“Cell.”



Just like the men’s block multi-purpose rec room, the non-denominational chapel in the women’s block had a blind spot.



“Stop. Follow me,” he told her.



He dragged the little albino bombshell into the perfect little slice of solitude wedged behind the holo-projector screen – just like the rec room. From this side of the screen the chapel could be seen through the fuzzy distorted image of the hologram but from the other side it was totally opaque.



“How’d you find this place?” she asked.



“Shhhh!” he clapped a hand on her mouth.



Her antennae went pink and shivered, and then she was all over him.



Boomi didn’t embrace him… she
 pounced.
 One second Grant was in the chapel, the next she was licking his hand like a loyal puppy. Darkness, warm breath, and the faint scent of electrostatic pheromones.



“I can’t stand it when you’re looking so fine and smelling so good…” she whimpered, hands already in his waistband like a raccoon after a vending machine snack.



“Boomi... wait... ”



“No time!” she hissed. “Therapy now, questions later!”



She moved with surgical precision, stripping him down like a trained field medic with one mission: weapon deployment. The two of them struggling for space in a cubby the size of a broom closet that barely fit one person, let alone two at mating temperature. She dropped to her knees with a kind of reverent urgency but it sure wasn’t to praise the mutant star goat.



She rubbed his cock over her face, eyes closed in pleasure and happily inhaling deep breaths of his scent. And a moment later she tried to stuff the entire thing in her mouth. She struggled to much, so energetically that his cock was hard as a missile in seconds.



Then she was on him. Climbing his body and wrapping herself around him like a spider monkey, hips moving like she was trying to physically exorcise her sexual frustration through kinetic impact. She moaned and yelped in pain at first as she took his full length without any warm-up, but Jane’s warning about her physiology was correct: Boomi’s species of hyumins had evolved some remarkable sex organs. She took his huge earth dick like a champion… even though the size ratio would have been like a six-foot earth-girl mounting a baseball bat.



The noises of pleasure that started to come out of her was like whatever demons her biology came stocked with were being driven out of her body. Even then she had time to complain. Naked, sweating, and getting angry that she was doing all the work as she energetically rode his cock, legs around his waist, arms around his neck.



“Garnt,” she growled, eyes blazing. “Less time eavesdropping on space Mormon furries...  more time 
 dicking me down
 with this glorious telephone pole!”



He was pretty sure that whatever language Boomi was speaking from Hoplia it didn't have 'mormons', 'furries', or 'telephones'; that was his micronaut translators at work, turning what she said into metaphors he'd understand.



Grant kissed her neck and she moaned. “Excuse me, you useless oversexed bunny, this isn't one of your scheduled
 therapy sessions,
 you know... you could just wait until tonight...”



Suddenly her eyes went wide with alarm that he might stop. “No wait! I didn't mean it!”



“Then you should show a bit more gratitude for the bonus round,” he said, smirking.



Boomi froze and then the switch flipped.



“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she purred, instantly shifting to submissive and breedable. “Maybe you should punish me,” she suggested, stirring his cock inside her harder and harder. Nuzzling his chest like a cat who’d just remembered how warm the radiator was. “Punish your little slutty bunny!” she begged and started gasping in pleasure as she bounced on him.



Grant sighed. This pint-sized girl was trouble in a D-cup sports bra.



“Fine,” he muttered. “You want the good stuff? Then stay still, shut up, and let me remind you why the warden put a bomb on my junk.”



Picking her up in his arms, lifting her by the curvy pale asscheeks, he thumped her against the wall and pinned her there, pounding her dripping pussy. Boomi gave a loud whimper at every blow and melted against him like goo. Somewhere behind them, the debate over the Starchild turned into a shoving match involving sacred pamphlets and alien blasphemies.



Grant didn’t care.



He pounded her until she yelled on a trio of back-to-back orgasms. Topped her up with his jizz when her convulsing tight body squeezed the juice out of him. She shuddered in pleasure, beaming in success that he'd made her his submissive slut... which was certainly what she'd wanted all along.



 



***



 









Chapter 20
    
 
: Hydrotherapy




 



Keeping Boomi satisfied was practically a fulltime job. A couple days later Grant woke up in his bunk to giggling. Happy giggling like a teenage girl sleepover. 



He cracked an eye to find the room still dark but Boomi bouncing in place and Jane calmly folding their clothes into neat bundles. He almost would have preferred the haunting giggle of a space ghost or the deranged laugh of a prisoner huffing drain cleaner.



“It's not even day-cycle yet. Why am I awake?” Grant grunted.



Boomi beamed. “We’re up! We’re up, we’re up, we’re
 finally up!
 ”



“Up for what?”



Jane added, “Our hydrotherapy rotation has been activated.”



“…Cool,” Grant mumbled. “What’s hydrotherapy?”



Boomi gasped. “You don’t
 know?
 It’s, like, the best thing here!”



“Fine. have fun. I'm going back to sleep.”



Boomi and Jane practically dragged him out of his bunk “C’mon! You can't miss it!”



As soon as dayshift started with the clanking of door locks automatically releasing, the girls hustled him out if the cell. They took him up several levels of the cell block into a corridor he wasn’t familiar with.



The hydrotherapy room was apparently one of the specialty areas for different restricted prisoner activities. Sealed off unless you had a pass. At the door the security chirped as it scanned their ear chips.



Inside was smooth pastel walls. Humid air. The scent of citrus and vaguely erotic fruit. A low hum pulsed like a deep tissue techno beat. It was like a cross between a spa and a car wash. At the center sat a massive, dented metal tub bolted to the floor, pipes and gauges hissing softly around it. A milky-gray membrane stretched across the top like shrink-wrapped gelatin. With a hiss and a squelch, it peeled back, folding inward to reveal warm, bubbling water and four molded recliner seats arranged at the compass points.



“Welcome to your scheduled Neural-Relational Equilibrium Alignment Session,”
 the room spoke to them.
 “Thanks to the generous support of our sponsors at Clearmind Wellness Solutions, you’re only thirty minutes away from a brand-new inner you! Now recalibrating your stress orbitals and vibrational ethics.”



The girls were already stripping to get in and Grant decided to follow them, admiring the bouncy albino and blue amazon. He sank into the perfectly warm water and into one of the chairs. Boomi claimed the spot beside him. Jane settled across the circle. The liquid was warm and unsettlingly goopy.



Then the membrane closed.



The plastic pool cover slid over them. Sealing them into a floating pod of sensory weirdness with only their heads poking out.



“Uh... this is safe, right?” he asked.



“Wait for the buzz!” Boomi chirped.



“Please remain still while our patented NeuroPulse™ vibro-currents re-tune your attitude clusters,”
 said the machine.
 “Hydrotherapy has been clinically shown to alleviate symptoms of womb oscillation syndrome, spiritual malaise, melancholic imbalance, excess bile, and stellar agitation. Now realigning your vibrational humors for optimal receptivity. Side effects may include: tranquility, spontaneous giggling, uninhibited honesty, and multiple pelvic pulsations.”



Grant flinched as the water stirred.



Then vibrated.



Then
 pulsed.



Boomi moaned. Jane let out a soft sigh.



Oh shit... It’s a
 giant water vibrator...



Boomi was squirming next to him, bottom lip between her teeth, eyes rolling, every few seconds letting out a high-pitched gasp like a kettle boiling over. Her jaw clenched like she was trying crush an invisible ice cube, and the plastic cover kept dimpling from below when her toes kept kicking the surface like startled prairie dogs. Jane’s face remained placid, eerily composed, but her breathing deepened into something rhythmic and focused. Every now and then, a twitch passed over her forehead, or a subtle tremor ran down her neck, like her body was quietly conducting a very private symphony. If not for the quiet moans she might have been doing math problems in her head.



“Hey, uh... NeuroPulse?” Grant asked.



The machine chirped happily.
 “Of course, valued client! How can I enhance your therapeutic experience today?”



“What's actually doing this? The vibrating? The churning?”



“An excellent inquiry! Your wellness is being optimized by four high-powered, under-panel SonicFlex™ resonance cannons. These industrial-grade trans-vibrational emitters manipulate hydrostatic forces at the molecular level to simulate the sensation of a loving, encouraging ocean. Your water is being serenaded by physics until it behaves like a partner in a sensual waltz.”



Grant felt like he was stuck in a vibrating jacuzzi with two malfunctioning lovebots set to 'maximum wellness'. Not that it wasn't pleasant... it just wasn't designed for his anatomy. He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the two girls repeatedly coming and just enjoy the massage.



And then he felt a hand under the water.



Boomi’s.



Her little fingers had gripped his dick and started energetically pumping. One glance and he saw she had her eyes closed, giving in to the pleasure, and he wasn't even sure if she was consciously aware she was giving him a warm wet handjob. Grant opened his mouth... then closed it.



Meh... this wasn’t
 so bad.



He'd made out with a girl in a jacuzzi once... bathing suits quickly discarded. This was better... He leaned back. Let the water take him. Let Boomi’s little hand do what it wanted. He was almost there... right at the edge...



... and then Boomi let out a final wailing gasp, shuddering and eyes rolling up, and slumped back against the rim of the membrane. Out cold.



“Boomi?” Grant called. Her limp hand drifted away from his now-throbbing dick.



Sonofabitch!



Jane opened one eye. “She appears to have overcorrected her hormonal saturation levels.”



“I was
 this close,
 ” he muttered.



Jane tilted her head. “Would you like assistance reaching homeostasis?”



Before he could answer, something soft brushed his leg. Two somethings. Then his thigh. Then ten soft massaging digits worked together to stroke him up and down.



Waitasecond...



Jane was sitting opposite him. She wasn’t close enough to use her hands.



“Oh god,” he muttered as her dexterous toes started jerking him off again.



This was definitely not one of the bucket list items on his fetish list. Not even top twenty. Was he really going to let her give him a footjob? Grant stared at her across the circle. Jane’s face was blank. But whatever she was doing, she was
 very good
 at it.



Fuck it...



Jane’s lips parted in a small smile as he responded to her touch. She was clearly taking care of herself at the same time, and he wondered if her genetic engineering had made her both ambidextrous and ambipedal. Her breathing was getting faster as she exhaled, long and low. Somewhere under the water, her precision technique climaxed. A shudder ran through her... he felt her twitching through the soles of her feet as she came. And with her flexible alien toes she finished him at the same time.



Grant growled in release as he shot his white tadpoles into the warm, welcoming water. 



The treatment went on a few more minutes before the surging water subsided and the membrane lifted. The lights brightened. The machine cheerfully announced,
 “Congratulations! Your intimacy chakras are now fully realigned!”



Boomi still snored contentedly reclining the chair. Grant lifted her out before she slid under the water and drowned. She didn’t wake up.



“Poor dear couldn’t handle all the excitement,” Jane said.



 



***



 



Boomi was still drooling on his shoulder when they left the hydrotherapy suite. Grant carried her bridal-style back to their cell, passing a lineup of female inmates waiting for their turn in the giant vibrator.



Grant hoped they recycled the water between sessions...



Inside their cell, he laid the albino dynamo gently on her cot, pulled the blanket up over her, and smoothed the wild white hair off her face. She made a happy squeaky noise, antennae glowing pink, and curled up like a kitten.



Grant turned to find Jane watching him, her usual frosty demeanor softened by the post-vibration haze. Hydrotherapy had left her glassy-eyed, slightly flushed, and just tipsy enough to act more human than spreadsheet.



She approached him with the caution of someone petting a street dog that might bite.



“What?” he asked.



“Protecting us isn’t in your best interest,” she said, sitting next to him on the edge of the bunk.



He'd started to learn this was a normal way of starting a conversation for Jane: blunt, to the point, and almost rude. Grant snorted. “That’s the great thing about nobody being my boss: I get to decide what’s best for me.”



Jane gave a small smile. Then her face grew serious.



“Didn't you hear what the guard said on the work detail?”



“Only that he was talking shit.”



She looked at him, confused. “You haven’t figured it out yet, so I’m just going to tell you. I’m a clone.”



Grant blinked. Then raised an eyebrow. ”Good for you.”



She looked stunned. “That’s it?”



“I never had much close family myself. Sometimes I wish I’d been made out of a box of instant mix.”



“Don't they have clones on planet Dirt?” she asked incredulously.



He shrugged. “I think so? We cloned some animals. Sheep, mostly. Cows? That was a whole thing.”



Jane stared. Then inhaled, steadying herself. “You might not know it, but most of the galaxy
 hates
 clones.”



“Well I gathered the people in here don't like scientific experiments... that include clones?”



“It’s more than that,” she said. “Clones are viewed as evolutionary abominations. With all the diversity in the galaxy, making more of the same person is seen as... arrogant.”



Grant scratched the back of his neck. “I mean, most people I’ve met
 shouldn’t
 be duplicated, so that tracks.”



Jane forged on. “There was a group of geneticists who thought that prejudice was holding back important research.
 Praxigen Initiative
 ... ever heard of it? Secret society of scientists. Advocates for clone rights. They were accused of altering clones into super-beings. Stronger. Smarter. Better.”



“You mean genetically engineered honor students with hard bodies.”



She nodded. “Accurate. And for their efforts they were hunted down, and their work destroyed, and put in prisons or even lobotomized so they couldn’t continue their experiments.”



“Geezus… Seems like an extreme reaction.”



“That was the intent of the ones who did it,” Jane said flatly. “But they at least were allowed to live. Their children – the clones, were destroyed wherever they were found.”



Grant suddenly understood why the medtechs hadn’t thought twice about destroying the sex therapy fembot they’d created to ‘rehabilitate’ him.



“However the greatest hate was reserved for the clones of the Praxigen Initiative’s founder. Because her clones fought back. Throughout hundreds of years of history, they’ve led coups, uprisings, revolutions. Sometimes, taken over entire star systems only to be purged. Mass executions of her clones in some cases in the hundreds of thousands.”



Grant leaned back. “Let me guess. You’re one of those clones.”



Jane looked astonished that he'd guessed. “Y-yes. Jane-626 isn't my name... it's my serial number.”



“Catchy.”



“I was raised in isolation. A research station. I had advanced degrees in computer science, bioengineering, and mechanical engineering by the time I was twelve. Then one day, the lizards showed up. Someone tipped them off. They slaughtered everyone. Arrested me for existing.”



Grant folded his arms. “Look. I’m sorry you had a shitty life. But you don’t need to be a clone for that to happen. You being a clone doesn't mean anything to me.”



Jane blinked. “You don’t… hate me?”



He shrugged. “You haven’t lied to me, you haven’t tried to kill me, and you’re good at foot stuff. Aside from tying me up and denying me bathroom breaks that one time you've never done anything mean to me. You could be a female clone of Vlad the Impaler for all I care.”



Jane let out a single incredulous laugh. Cut off like her system glitched. Her white eyes shimmered with something that might be tears. She nodded. Turned away and changed into dry clothes. Conversation over.



 



***



 



As the two baddest motherfuckers in the cell block, when Grant and Alice told everyone to clear out of the 'yard' so they could have it to themselves the other inmates tripped over themselves to give them the space.



The holograms were of an ice planet today. Windswept snow in every direction and mountains in the distance.



“Reminds me of Colorado,” he said, staring at the vista. “Spent a ski season working as a handyman at a resort.”



“Christ, Grant. Is there anyplace you didn't move around to?”



“Never got to Nebraska,” he said with a small smile. “I hear it's nice.”



Alice produced a repurposed disposable bottle of Zorp Nutri!™ plankton water now filled with what looked like melted cough syrup. She took a sip and handed him the bottle.



“Cheers,” she said.



“To what?”



“Being stubborn enough to survive this place.”



Grant took a swig. Nearly gagged.



“Sweet flaming Jesus, what
 is
 that?”



Alice wiped her mouth, grinning. “Jubba fruit energy bars, zeezapple paste, plarn concentrate, aged behind the Lunchacrunch vending machine for three weeks and run through a filter I made from sanitary pads.”



Grant stared. Took another drink. “Still better than Zorp Nutri.”



“Right? Why can’t they just have a normal
 anything
 in here? What I wouldn't give for a pair of socks.”



“Or a chair that isn't a design compromise for humanoids with either two legs or four.”



“A wool blanket.”



“A real toothbrush.”



“You know what I really miss?” Grant said. “A damn hamburger. Even the trash ones from Burger Queen. You remember those? Bun so soggy it stuck to the wrapper, patty thinner than a business card, mystery sauce that tasted like thousand island dressing. God, I want one so bad.”



Alice laughed, then sighed. “There was this little coffee shop I used to go to before work. The barista knew my order... deluxe half-caff soy latte with three pumps of cinnamon mist and one shot of oat foam. Don’t judge.”



“You’ve been in space prison too long if you think I’m judging.”



“It’s funny,” she added. “Did you know coffee beans would be toxic to over half the species on this ship? Caffeine is a deadly neurotoxin for most sentients. Humans evolved to
 enjoy
 drinking poison.”



Grant groaned. “I fucking hate this place…”



“What’s not to hate?”



“I mean…” Grant searched for the words. “There’s nothing permanent here. Nothing real to hold onto… I dunno… like no coffee. I used to have one every morning, it was everywhere.”



“Well, getting rid of your caffeine addiction might be a good thing,” the redhead said, reasonably.



“Yeah that’s not what I mean. I mean. Everything is so different, I have to relearn even simple shit all from scratch… like I’m a toddler. It took me a day to figure out how toilets work here. I just want to be able to hit the road, not know where I’m going. Wind up in some small town… find a place that serves home made barbeque… y’know? A real backroad place… smokers out back. Hot sauce from a family recipe...”



Alice shook her head. “Capsaicin evolved as a chemical deterrent... basically a natural toxin meant to stop mammals from eating the plant. It triggers pain receptors, not taste buds. So when your mouth’s on fire? That’s your nervous system screaming
 ‘poison’.
 Something else humans evolved to enjoy.”



He was beginning to wonder if she enjoyed missing the point or was just naturally incapable of reading the room.



“Geezus, Alice… I’m talking about being homesick…”



“Sorry…” Alice leaned back, looking at the ceiling. “I miss yoga class,” she said softly. “And Thai food delivered to my door.” She got a bit wistful. “I had a dog, you know. Her name was Marnie. I’d walk her after work. I miss that more than I miss people. Wonder who's taking care of her...”



Grant nodded, quietly. “Yeah. I miss all that too.”



It wasn’t true. Not really. He hadn’t had a Marnie. Or lattes. Or a real life. Earth had been a blur of low-paying jobs, dollar-menu dinners, and unpaid bills. Now that he thought of it… he didn't have anyone to miss except maybe Mia... and she'd broken up with him. No roots, no one to share his time with.



They sat in silence. Taking turns drinking toilet hooch.



Then Alice cleared her throat, not looking at him. “So… this thing with Boomi.”



Grant tensed.



“Don't you think it's a bit irresponsible to be having sexual relations with aliens? I mean... I can think of six quarantine rules alone you're breaking...”



Grant shrugged. “Her species evolved with super-horny genes or something, to survive predators. Anyway, if she doesn't have sex, she goes crazy... I'm just being friendly.”



“Oh come on,” Alice snapped. “You expect me to believe that?”



“I didn’t
 ask
 you to believe it,” Grant snapped back. “But yeah, it’s a favor. She needs it. I’m helping.”



“She needs it? Do you even care how it looks? Or how
 I
 ... “ She stopped herself.



Grant narrowed his eyes. “How you what?”



“I just think maybe you’re not taking this seriously,” she said. “This place. This situation. Us.”



Oh ho! So much for little miss feminist's rant about
 'don't get hung up on repression-based morality... sex is a multifaceted social dynamic in most alien species, not a moral panic'
 ... Now who needed to try and broaden her perspective?



He laughed bitterly. “Oh, sorry. Fucking sue me for enjoying whatever I can before I’m sentenced to be tortured to death for the next hundred years.”



The silence hit like a pipe wrench.



Fuck! He hadn't meant to say that... Goddam toilet wine… he was more drunk than he thought.



Alice stared. “What did you just say?”



“Ah shit…” Grant looked away. “Okay, might as well just tell you... that’s what they do. The lizards. Their justice system doesn’t believe in just killing people. Torture is a common sentence. The alien I pissed off is some rich fuck... he's gonna make sure that I get sentenced to a lifetime of torture. Stretch the pain out for decades.”



Alice’s eyes went wide. Not just shock… she seemed upset for him. “What the hell?”



“I didn’t tell you,” Grant said. “Because I didn’t want to scare you. I was trying to find a way to make sure you’re taken care of before we get to planet Courthouse. Guess you were doing fine though…”



“Torture you to death? There’s no way we’re letting that happen.”



“No shit, Sherlock… I aint going out like that... I'll take care of myself before I let them take me.”



There was a moment of silence then Alice’s hand shot out and slapped him.



“Don’t you
 dare,
 ” she said, voice shaking. “Don’t you
 ever
 talk like that again.”



“Geezus what’s your problem?” he blurted.



Alice was furious. “You stupid, fucking asshole! You think you’re doing me a favor? You’re not. You’re just giving up. And I won’t let you. You hear me?”



Grant rubbed his cheek. He'd pay a week's worth of meal bars for someone who could explain the way women thought.



“I hear you fine, except my ears are ringing now…”



Then suddenly Alice’s anger collapsed inward, and her eyes welled with tears. She leaned forward to grab him by the shirt and shake him once. They were inches apart, knees touching, eyes locked. Either she was going to slap him again or kiss him. “So shut the fuck up about giving up!”



“Okay, psycho… Geezus…”



Grant realized Alice
 cared.
 Maybe she sucked at showing it, maybe she wrapped everything in barbed wire and sarcasm, but she was here, and she was trying. A flash of memory hit him: the two of them huddled together in the isocube, whispering through the dark, clinging to their sanity in that freezing cell. That was real. Whatever this was, it wasn’t one-sided.



Grant even managed to ignore the boozy reek of home-made alcohol on her lips long enough to imagine kissing her.



“Grant,” she whispered, looking into his eyes. “I need y--”



“
 HOPE I’M NOT INTERRUPTING ANYTHING SEXY!
 ”



Grant nearly jumped out of his skin. Alice twitched so hard she sloshed hooch on her shorts.



Standing in the doorway to the yard, stepping through the concealing hologram of the icy planet, hands on hips like she owned the place, was the slender little alien elf that was Merin. Boomi and Jane flanked her, trying and failing to look casual.



“Grant! Look who finally got out of the isocubes!” Boomi beamed.



“We wanted to introduce you to our missing cellmate.”



Grant blinked. “Wait.
 This
 is your cellmate?”



Merin squealed. “
 You're their cellmate?
 ”



She launched into his arms. Grant caught her reflexively and spun her around once before setting her down.



Alice’s eyes narrowed.



“You two... know each other?” the redhead asked frostily.



“Oh,” Merin said airily, draping herself on Grant’s arm. “We were the most famous lovers in the men’s cellblock. Just the two of us, against the world!”



Alice choked. “You were
 what?
 ”



Grant raised both hands. “She’s joking.”



“Oh, Grant, don’t be shy,” Merin giggled, winking. “You used my slender body like a fleshlight until we both collapsed from exhaustion and my virgin pussy was so stretched by that huge meat torpedo I ached for days.”



“Awww!” Boomi sighed. “So romantic!”



Jane just looked amused.



Alice looked like she could tear apart a vending machine with her bare hands. The elf girl glanced around at the glowering tension, then burst out laughing. “Oh my stars, you’re all so
 easy!
 I’m just yanking your chains.”



Alice blinked, let out a sigh of relief.



“I actually only ached for a couple hours,” Merin winked. She turned to Grant, ignoring the sudden fury in Alice's eyes. “How's my favorite doomed zombie? You look nice and fit for when they torture you.”



Grant frowned. “Hey now. That’s harsh.”



Merin punched him in the chest and immediately winced as she hurt her hand. “Speaking of doomed... what’s this I hear about you planning to off yourself before trial?”



The room went silent.



Grant shrugged. “It’s a reasonable reaction to an unreasonable situation.”



For a second, Merin looked uncharacteristically serious. Then she grinned.



“Or,” she said, eyes sparkling. “We could just start a jailbreak, jump ship, and escape.” She leaned in close, voice a whisper. “You wanna hear my plan?”



 



***



 









Chapter 21
    
 
: Interstellar Housewives of Crater Nine




 



Grant hadn’t realized how much he needed hope until it walked into the yard in the form of an emo space elf. Merin’s grin was sharp as a shiv and just as dangerous, and for the first time in days, he felt the coil of dread in his gut loosen. Sure, part of it was the memories of spinning her around on his dick like a carnival ride in the men’s cellblock... the other part was that she
 knew something that would let him survive
 .



“Alright, space-hunks and murder-bunnies,” Merin announced with a flourish, hands on her hips doing a whole motivational speech of their own. “Now that I’ve got your attention, who’s ready for a prison break?”



Boomi clapped like she'd just seen a fireworks show. Jane nodded with calm, analytical interest. Alice folded her arms.



“You’ve got five seconds to convince me this isn’t a delusion. Or some scheme to get something you need.”



Merin winked. “Only if you’ll give me five seconds to admit you
 want
 it to be true.”



“You think I haven’t thought about it?” Alice snapped. “Problem is we’re in a spaceship travelling through an alternate dimension between star systems. How do you plan to get off the ship?”



Merin sobered slightly. “Not here. Too many ears. Meet me in the showers in ten.”



“The showers?”



“The noise breaks up any listening devices… they won’t be able to hear us.”



“Oh really?”



“Yes really.  Split up. Look casual. If we get caught looking suspicious, we’re toast.” She pivoted and turned to go before adding. “Besides I know Grant wants to see me naked again.”



As soon as they were alone again Alice immediately turned to Grant, eyes narrowing. “Her too? How many aliens haven't you stuck your dick into? Any?”



Grant gave her the galaxy’s most exhausted side-eye. “Gee, Alice. It's only a life sentence of permanent torture I'm trying to avoid, glad you have your priorities laser focused on my sex life. Can we maybe stick to the priority here?”



Alice scowled, then sighed. “Fine. You’re right. That was petty. I just...” She trailed off as they started walking. “Listen, there’s no way I’m letting you get tortured to death, Grant. No matter what. But I don’t want to
 ever
 hear you talk about ‘finding a way out’ again.” She made a gun-finger motion to her temple. “Got it?”



“Got it,” he assured her. “Besides, I was planning on going out fighting my way through all the lizards to kill Captain Luxx.”



She glared.



They took the long way there around the deck and arrived a few minutes later. Wandered in like they’d just coincidentally had the same brilliant idea about personal hygiene. The familiar shower unit… everything a budget interstellar penal system could afford... wet, echoey, and eternally one maintenance shift behind. Merin had been right… with the echo of sonic scrubbers buzzing against cracked tiles and the hiss of hot water, any listening devices the sleestaks had would be useless.



Half a dozen inmates were mid-shower. That changed fast. One look at Grant’s thousand-yard stare and the haunted murder sparkle in Alice’s eyes, and they evacuated like rats from a breach, soap still clinging to alien folds and fur.



Deeper into the steam-choked stalls, they found her.



Merin, was already fully naked except for the collar, leaning into a hot water shower. Spotting them, she leaned back against a dripping shower stall like she was posing for a calendar titled
 Shower Steam: Maximum Security Edition.
 Letting the spray run down her body like it was a fashion shoot, water slicking down her slender space-elf curves in a way that suggested she knew exactly what effect it was having.



She gave them a lazy smile and a wink. “Don’t just stand there looking suspicious. Strip down and act natural.”



Grant didn’t need much convincing. Alice grumbled, but undressed anyway, tying her hair up on top of her head and exposing the hologram tattoo on her neck and the green jedi with a lightsaber on her hip before stepping under the next showerhead like she was there to do penance. The water hissed and sonic scrubbers buzzed around their feet.



Merin turned, leaned slightly, and flicked her fingers toward Grant. “Wash my back. Make it look casual.”



Grant shrugged and stepped behind her, soaping up his hands like he was prepping for surgery. “What’s your plan?” he asked.



“Alright,” Merin began, keeping her tone breezy. “We start a riot.”



“Of course,” Alice muttered from the next stall. “Why not.”



“Mmmm, that feels nice,” Merin smiled at Grant as he rubbed sudsy hands over her back.



“Focus, please?” Alice snapped



“Fine. The riot is essential to keep the guards busy and hide what we're up to. We need enough chaos to shut down the normal prison rhythm. But that means we have to disable the automated riot countermeasures... mainly the knockout gas, which means taking out the duty officer. If we don't it will be over in five minutes once they gas the entire cell block and put everyone on their backs like a date on prom night.”



Grant rubbed circles across Merin’s shoulder blades. The steam masked most of the sound, which was good... because what she was saying could get them all launched out an airlock.



“Next problem is exiting the cell block,” Merin continued. “We get the blast doors open and let the riot spread into the lizard part of the ship. Give the guards too many fires to put out at once.”



Alice shut off her water and turned to stare at Merin. “This sounds like a plan to get us all killed.”



“But this is the good part,” Merin went on. The soap on her back had run down over her backside and she very subtly backed up her slippery ass cheeks against Grant's thigh. And wiggled. “We slip off the ship without anyone noticing.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Sounds super chill.”



“Still haven’t explained how he get off the ship,” Alice said bluntly.



“Oh that? That’s the
 easy
 part,” Merin said, spinning around. She took the soap from his hand and started returning the favor, lathering across his chest… and lower. “We get into the prisoner transfer at the zephyron veins mining colony on Occipitus-3 before we ever arrive at Courthouse. Slip out with the low-value prisoners the sleestaks want to get rid of.”



“How is that better?” Alice blurted.



“Well for one thing it’s not a supermax like this ship is and security will be way more lax… we hijack a crysalite supply shuttle from the mine and then we’re gone.”



Grant felt her hand move lower, soapy hand swirling his testicles. He twitched. “How long before we reach this mine?”



“The captain will make two stops to maximize his investment. One’s a space station to pick up more high-value inmates. The second is the mining colony to dump the ones not worth the reward of shipping all the way to Courthouse. So, we do this soon, or we don’t do it at all.”



Alice, doing her best to ignore Merin's hands and focus on the jailbreak, glared stonily in the other direction. “You make it sound easy.”



“Because it will be,” Merin said cheerfully, stroking Grant’s stomach with teasing soapy fingers. “With two necroplanet zombies? We’ll be fine. Once I’m back to full power, there’s no stopping us.”



Alice, clearly noticing Merin’s wandering hands, turned off her water with a violent slap and stormed out in a spray of droplets. “I’m done listening to this. When you want to have a serious conversation get back to me.” Still muttering curses about 'horny space dwarves', she left the two of them alone in the showers.



“Just like old times,” Grant said, thinking of the way they’d met.



Merin stepped closer. “So,” she murmured, standing on her toes and lips brushing his ear. “Was this your plan all along? Get me in the shower and wait for me to drop the soap?”



He slid his hands up and down her body, coming to rest on the tiny breasts with the raspberry nipples and
 squeezing
 . “I seem to remember you invited me here.”



Merin stiffened, biting her lip at the rough treatment to her nips and gasping in arousal. “Y-you're such a p-primitive brute...” she moaned. “I thought you'd want to bend me over in the shower like a good little slut.”



Grant slid a hand between her legs and found her inside already slipperier than outside. She let out a sharp breath as he pulled her against him and his half-hard erection slipped between her thighs.



“Be careful what you wish for,” he told her and roughly turned her around so she slapped wetly against the shower wall under the hot water. 



“Don’t tease me if you’re not going to do anything about it,” she said with a giggle. Arching her backside and giving him a playful look over her shoulder.



His cock was raging hard… and the girl’s playful attitude towards prison-sex was doing something for him.



“Bend over and take it,” he said, forcing her over at the waist.



“I thought you'd never start,” she moaned in pleasure a moment later.



He slid the head of his cock over her smooth slit and stretched her pussy open around him. Made her let out a small yell and tremble as he sank inch after inch inside her slowly. She groaned and yelped as he enjoyed the tight sensation of her pussy. Gripped her narrow ass and started to pound her so she let out a sound that said maybe she was regretting the entire seduction.



“I can feel you… getting bigger… inside me…” she said in disbelief.



And then as he used her as his illicit shower sexdoll she got more and more into it. Pained yelling turning into cries of pure joy. When he gave her a reach-around, roughly stroking her slippery clit while he slammed her from behind, she gave a full-throated scream and came in moments. Shuddered and shook as he refused to stop.



“Yes,” she whined as she came again. “Keep making me your plaything shower bitch.



He gripped the slender space elf by the neck and unloaded until she was full to the brim, her clenching insides milking every drop until he had to grab the wall of the shower stall to keep from toppling over onto her.



“Mmmmm… now I’m slippery with your stink,” she gasped, pointy ears flushed pink.



“You should get yourself cleaned up,” he told her after he pulled out.



“What?” she gasped, panting for breath. “Then I wouldn’t feel you inside me all day…”



 



***



 



The non-denominational chapel had seen worse sermons.



It now featured a canteen table covered in brightly colored water bottle lids, sanitary pouches, tentacle wash, a toothbrush shiv, and what might’ve been either a dashboard bobblehead of something that looked a bit like an Aztec stone head or part of an alien rosary.



Not exactly the war-room in the pentagon but it would do.



Grant stood at the head of the makeshift war table with his jailbreak dream team: Alice, Merin, Boomi, Jane, and Bonda... the last of whom hadn’t technically been invited but somehow oozed into the mix and now acted like their mascot-slash-quartermaster.



“Okay,” Merin said, pointing to the wrapper from a glurmfruit bar. “This is us. We’re here, in the prison module. This is me.” Scooping up an empty plastic bottle she pulled the circular neck seal off the mouth of the container. “Step one: I need this control collar off.”



She tugged the sleek black ring on her neck gingerly like it might go off.



“Can’t just cut it off,” she added. “It’s got a kill switch. Tamper with it wrong and
 pop
 , I redecorate the ceiling.”



Grant nodded. “Got it.”



“Step two, start a riot.”



“How?” Boomi held up her hand like she was in a classroom.



“You’re the agent of chaos around here, I’m sure you can figure it out.”



“Drugs,” Grant said. He’d seen it happen before; when he was working corrections someone had squealed about the next drug shipment getting smuggled into the prison and it got confiscated. Then, as soon as the supply shortage hit the blocks, things got ugly fast and a full-scale gang war over the remaining supply broke out.



“Whatever… the important part is we time it for the stop at Occipitus-3. Step four,” she continued, using a spork to mark another spot. “We break free of the prison module through the main doors. I’ve got a plan for that.”



“What plan?” Jane said calmly. “There is no local door control from inside the module; it’s handled remotely by a duty officer.”



“Why do you think I need the collar removed?” she asked. “Step five: in the chaos we move up the spine corridor of the ship as fast as we can and get into the pressurized cargo bay where they’ll be keeping the inmates being transferred to the mine. We blend in and wait for the transfer shuttle.”



“What happens if the guards check our tags, or the flight crew notices, or the shuttle gets grounded until after the riot?” Alice asked.



Merin grinned. “Then we improvise. That’s where you two come in. You and Grant take out any problems... You'll just have to be persuasive,” Merin gave her a cold smile.



“Why don't we just hijack the shuttle?” Alice asked.



“Now that’s very interesting…” Jane said.



“Who’s gonna fly the thing? You?” Merin scoffed. “Stick to bashing heads.”



“Why not?” Alice said without hesitation. “I'm not some knuckle-dragging drifter only good for bar fights. I happen to be a trained flight officer with almost a hundred hours of mission time.”



Grant didn't miss the barb. Neither did Merin who looked a little protective. She squinted. “You ever flown a Class-C shuttle with a sleestak-optimized CiC module?”



“No,” Alice said confidently. “But I’m a damn fast learner.”



There was a pause.



“You know what?” Merin said. “Knock yourself out; a contingency might come in handy. We just need to get you the control specs. That means contraband. We’ll need someone with connections.”



All eyes turned to Bonda.



The slug gave a little ripple of smugness and slowly raised one slime-coated tentacle. “I can get a datapad but the flight simulator might be a problem.”



“Not for me,” Jane said. “You get the hardware, I’ll get the simulator.”



Grant hadn’t failed to notice Merin’s one glaring omission. “What about step three?” he asked. “You kinda skipped that one.”



Merin paused. Cleared her throat. Her grin dimmed.



“Right. Step three,” she muttered, nudging a water bottle toward the tail end of the ship model on the table. “About that... We need to take control of the engine module and manually disable the anti-hijacking systems.”



“And if we don't?” Alice snapped.



“If we don’t, the captain can just push a button and vent the whole ship into vacuum.”



Jane tilted her head. “That would seem counterproductive. And costly. He would be losing the value of the prion cargo before getting paid.”



“Yeah, but if the captain starts to think the riot might take over the ship what choice does he have?” Merin said. “We have to hope he’s too greedy to blow up his payday without hesitating first and use that time to manually shut off the venting controls.”



Grant grimaced. “So what’s the plan?”



“You get Jane to engineering,” Merin said. “She hacks the anti-hijack, and we pray the kill protocol doesn’t beat her to the punch.”



Boomi tilted her head at the sudden silence, then shrugged with a sunny grin. “Well, this just got dramatic. I mean, yeah, we might all die horribly... but also, maybe we won’t? Just saying. Gotta leave room for miracles, right?”



“I might be able to tilt the odds in our favor” Jane said thoughtfully. 



“Oh yeah? How?”



“The fewer people who know the details, the lower the risk of compromise. Operational security dictates compartmentalization. I will handle it alone.”



Grant eyed her. Jane could probably turn a vending machine into a gladiator bot.



“I like your moxy!” Merin clapped her hands together. “Alright, gang. This isn’t gonna be easy. But with two necro-zombies, a clone genius, a chaos bunny, a suspiciously resourceful slug, and yours truly? We just might have a shot.”



They all looked down at the table. Covered in wrappers, sporks and bottles; the odds didn’t look good, but they looked
 possible.
 That was enough for Grant.



 



***



 



Alice’s private quarters were packed floor to ceiling with contraband.



It had started as a normal cell with four bunks, that much was certain, but it was filled with strange and alien creature comforts in bright colors until it looked like the lounge in a Bangkok brothel. A lamp with a red shade shaped like some sort of alien amphibian made from gold, red silk drapery and embroidered beaded curtains on the walls, a sweet bubbling blue-glass egg-shape in the corner that was either an exotic fish tank or an aromatherapy bong spewing vanilla-scented steam, satin bedsheets, exotic pillows, a board game with jeweled figurines that might have been alien Go or the synthesizer that was the source of the droning pleasant chanting music. She had a private chef cooking something sizzling over a hotplate.



Boomi spun in a circle, arms wide. “Alice! You live like a damn
 queen! Hey Grant, why don't we have stuff like this?”



Grant scowled. “Because we're focussed on a mission,” he reminded them.



In the corner, Jane was sitting cross-legged on an embroidered cushion over a gutted wall-mounted gaming console she’d disassembled and rewired. Blue fingers moving with the casual elegance of surgeon.



Satisfied it was built to her liking, Jane flipped the device over, propped it up on a shelf and started tapping commands into the touchscreen keyboard of alien glyphs. A moment later the display lit up and split into quarters showing the interiors of four different cells, one of which was the one they were in.



Top left: Ursu, the towering bearoid, playing dice with her gorilla-like second-in-command. Top right: Karn, the boss of the hyumin gang  of the men’s block, reclined with his boots up watching a sport that looked like murderball with hoverblades.



Bottom left: Scub, the bloated man-squid bastard of the type-2 prisoners who ran the other half of the men’s cell block.... only he wasn't alone. The slime covered tentacles were wrapped around and sliding in and out of various orifices from at least three of his screaming prison bitches. A one-creature gang-bang.



Everyone in Alice's room groaned in disgust and looked away.



“I can’t unsee that,” Grant winced.



“Focus,” Jane said. “You have approximately ninety seconds before the sleestak monitor realizes their entertainment feeds have been hijacked.”



Grant stepped in front of the screen. “Let’s make this quick, then.”



“Hey assholes,” he spoke into the improvised videophone. “I've got a deal for you.”



All three screens flickered. The gang leaders noticed him at the same time.



“Who the hell... ?” Karn asked, cracking his knuckles.



“Turn this off before I send someone to turn you inside out,” Ursu snarled.



Scub said nothing. Just slowly coiled a tentacle around a panting sex partner.



Grant raised his hand. “Relax, folks. This is just a friendly business call.”



A pause.



Karn leaned in. “Well how do you do, zombie boy. Looks like you've got a nice setup for yourself over in women's country. How do I get me a few of those?” he grinned, obviously eying the girls.



“Hmmmph, the zombie is weak and womanly, he is where he belongs,” the squid slurped.



Ursu squinted. “You took over the Licker Gang?”



“Sure did,” Grant said cheerfully. “And first order of business: shutting down the hooch business.”



That got their attention. Before Alice's alcohol the gangs had controlled the main drug  trade in the blocks. Used that power for influence and comfort.



“Go on,” Karn said.



Grant waited. Then raised one hand. “I’m offering for things to go back to the way they were, when you could peddle sugar for any price you want. With one change: I'm the only supplier and I get a 50% cut.



“...you bastard...”



“...lotta balls...”



“...that was my biggest earner...”



“But I've got a better product. 100% refined sugar. None of this fructose syrup shit you’re cooking up. I'm talking straight up crystal dextrose.”



Silence.



Karn grinned first. “You magnificent son of a bitch. You’re gonna make
 bank.
 I’m in.”



Ursu grumbled. “If the hooch is out, I don’t got much choice. Sugar it is.”



Scub tilted his slimy head. “Twice the cut. Double what you’re giving the others. Or I start squeezing necks.”



It was an outrageous request. A sweet deal that would make him the candyman in the men's cell block. Karn frowned.



Grant smiled. “Deal.”



The slobbering squid made a blubbering laugh. “Good, you know what's what. Then I think we can deal.”



“Ten seconds,” Jane warned.



“My people will be in touch with your people. Expect a visit from a slug.”



With a gesture to Jane, the call cut.



Alice exploded. “
 Why
 did you give in to Scub? That slimy freak demands double, and you just
 agree?
 ”



Grant leaned back, arms behind his head. “Doesn’t matter. He’ll never benefit from it. The bosses don’t know it yet,” he said, grinning. “But they’ve already given me what I wanted.”



He turned back to Jane. “Good job with the comms. Any progress on the collar?”



Merin perked up.



Jane’s pink eyebrows furrowed. “Some. I need another day and then I can make an attempt.”



“Why not today?” Merin asked anxiously.



“I need more research. If we try tomorrow our odds of successfully removing it with you still  alive increase from 60% to 80%.”



“Tomorrow it is!” the space elf nodded.



 



***



 



A day turned into three days but then they finally arrived at the moment where Jane sat cross-legged on the floor of their shared cell, surrounded by a halo of black-market electronics, scavenged circuit testers, illegal magnetic probes, and a hair-straightener she claimed had diagnostic value.



Merin knelt in front of her, the control collar around her neck blinking a soft blue every few seconds like a ticking time bomb trying to be polite about it.



“Try not to scramble my cortex,” she said through clenched teeth.



Jane started working by clipping leads to different devices and propped up a scanner that was giving a penetrating millimeter-wave radar of the collar’s interior components. As she worked Merin grew more and more nervous. Visibly sweating.



One of Jane’s machines beeped. The beeps got louder, closer together, and Jane sat back.



“What’s wrong?” Merin asked.



“Your thoughts are triggering the device.”



“Is that bad?” Boomi asked.



“Only if she wants to remove the collar and not her brain.”



“I’m scared, okay?” Merin snapped. “I’m not a robot… like some people…”



“Your emotions are counter productive.”



“It’s called being a hyumin, look it up!” Merin snapped.



Jane didn’t look up. “Don’t move. Don’t breathe too hard. Don’t think angry thoughts.”



“Super helpful, thanks.”



Grant leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “Would a distraction help?”



“God yes!” Merin pulled down her shorts. “Okay if I’m on top?”



“I mean a story or something.”



“Oh… that won’t work as well…”



“Yes it will,” Jane said. “Tell a story.”



“About what?”



“I’m sure life on a necroplanet is strange and mesmerizing,” Jane said, and he wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic.



“I could tell you about the history of space exploration on our world,” Alice volunteered.



“Nobody wants to hear about your primitive backwater technology,” Merin snapped. Her eyes went to Grant. “Tell me something about your life there. Make it interesting.”



Great… no pressure. He scoured his memory for a good story. There was the one about the movie director who used the film budget to build a gym so he could work out there during production and pick up girls… He cleared his throat. “Okay. So one summer, back on Earth, I worked oil rigs in Texas. Hottest place I’ve ever been. Blistering sun, hot greasy work, smelled like gasoline at the end of the day... but at least I got a decent tan.”



Alice provided an explanation after seeing their confused look. “Oil rigs are giant drills that do deep into the ground to find liquid hydrocarbon deposits made millions of years ago from the remains of the dinosaurs when they suddenly went extinct. The fuel gets used in internal combustion engines for cars.”



Grant nodded. “Yeah. Dinosaurs. Big lizards. Extinction event. Boom. Fossil fuel. Anyway, there was this diner near the rig. Made the best spicy rattlesnake chili. Like, melt-your-face-off spicy. They’d hang the heads and tails on the fence out front by the snake fangs. Wind would blow, and the tails would rattle like haunted maracas.”



“A snake is some Dirt creature?”



“A lizard,” Alice explained again. 



“Like the sleestak?”



“No, much smaller... about a meter long. And they don't walk they don't have arms and legs they just slither on their bellies. Have a venomous bite though.”



Tired of being interrupted, Grant picked up the story. “Anyway… so one day, this local character comes in and says hey, they're shooting a movie down the road, and the old boy who owned the place gets it in his head that his restaurant should be in the movie. So...” he trailed off. 



Silence. Everyone was staring. Even Bonda, who was usually too busy with slug things had her eyestalks trained on him.



“What?” Grant asked. Traded a look with Alice who looked just as confused at the reaction of the aliens in the room. “What did I say?”



Merin blinked, mouth open. “Is this some fancy story you made up? 'haha let's scare the gullible aliens'?”



“What? No, it’s a true story, but I haven't even got to the good part yet...”



Now the aliens looked appalled.



“Are you telling us,” Merin said, face gone pale. “On necroplanet Dirt, you hyumins survived an extinction level event that wiped out the apex predator species of terrible thunder lizards?”



“Well… sortof.”



Boomi blinked. “So… Dirt hyumins evolved on a world once dominated by enormous reptiles even after an extinction level event so powerful it killed all the giant lizards at once and there were so many of them that their decaying bodies turned to hydrocarbons that Dirt hyumins now suck up through straws…”



“And then burn those liquified giant monsters to drive their vehicles?”



“Yesss...” Grant said.



Merin continued. “And Dirt's solar radiation is so high it burns your skins, but you
 do it anyway for decorative
  purposes? And then you consume meals with plant life containing such powerful acid it caused chemical burns and the meat of venomous reptiles so deadly they don’t even need arms or legs to kill you?”



Grant rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean… I guess when you put it that way…”



Jane didn’t even blink. “I would like to point out that this is further evidence of necroplanet-based psychodynamic hardening.”



“Yeah,” Merin muttered. “Or they’re both just completely insane.”



Merin let out a low chuckle as Jane continued working on her collar with maddening precision. “You know, I always thought the interplanetary accords banning anyone from landing on necroplanets were kinda over-the-top. Like, wow, dramatic much? But now that I’ve met you two...”



She glanced between Grant and Alice.



“Yeah. Makes sense.”



Alice, leaning against the wall and chewing the inside of her cheek, raised an eyebrow. “If necroplanets are so dangerous, how come the sleestak get to live offworld? Aren’t they from a level 3?”



“Yeah,” Merin said.



“The sleestaks didn't exactly ask permission to join the league of interplanetary species,” Boomi frowned.



Alice shrugged. “Well, I wouldn't want to meet a species from a level 1 necroplanet.”



“Why's that?” Boomi asked in confusion.



“Well... they'd be worse right? Level 1 necroplanets must be deathtraps if they are two levels higher?”



“Ohhh,” Boomi grinned. “No. You've got the scales reversed. I'm from a level 1 necroplanet. The scale goes from 1 at the bottom to 9 at the top. Level 1 planets are dangerous… most species wouldn’t vacation there… but it’s manageable. You want real terror? Try level 9. Living deathtraps. Constant biochemical warfare. Acid rain. Sentient plants. Full nightmare buffet. I never want to set foot on one.”



Alice blinked. “Wait, hold on. I thought level 1 was the
 worst.
 ”



Merin looked at her like she'd grown a second head. “No... Level 1 is the
 lowest.
 Level 9 is the worst. That’s the whole point of the scale.”



Alice frowned. “That makes no sense. When we got processed the computer said Earth was a level 9 necroplanet.”



The air went out of the room. Like someone had just yelled ‘bomb’ in an airport.



Merin's expression cracked... just for a second. The cool, flirty bravado vanished. She stared at them, pupils tightening, lips parting like she forgot how to breathe.



“You’re lying,” she said quietly. “Dirt can't be a level 9.”



Alice glanced between them. “Is that bad?”



Merin just
 looked
 at them for a beat. Then she threw on a brittle smile like she was trying not to vomit. “Your planet is so dangerous it's considered a death sentence to set foot on it. The sleestak took a huge risk going after Grant – must've been worth a huge payday.”



Grant and Alice shared a look. The kind of look you gave someone after learning your childhood home was secretly built on an indian burial ground.



Alice finally said, “So you’re telling me... all these years, our scientists have been searching for intelligent life in the universe and couldn’t find any because... everyone’s been
 avoiding
 us?”



Merin nodded. “Avoiding you like the plague. Literally.”



 



***



 









Chapter 22
    
 
: Sugar Mule




 



Jane leaned back from Merin’s collar. Her eyes were cold as ever and her expression unchanging, but she threw down her home-made electronic hacking scanner in disgust.



“It’s not going to work.”



Grant blinked. “Wait... what? We didn’t even interrupt you this time.”



Jane held up a tool to point to the casing of the collar – might've been some variety of screwdriver or a shrimp fork for getting the flesh out of beetle shells for all he knew. “It’s not you. The collar can’t be hacked. At least not by anyone here.”



Merin’s face fell. “What do you mean?”



Jane blinked. “I was very clear.”



“Jane,” Merin said slowly, like Jane was an idiot. “The whole jailbreak plan hinges on me getting my powers back. You have to get the collar off.”



Jane calmly packed up her tools. “Incorrect. I suggest finding an alternate method.”



“There is no other method without my powers!” Merin snapped. “Why can't you take it off? Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of super-science evil-genius?”



“Hurtful, but correct. I am. That isn’t the issue. The current design utilizes a wetware interface built by the Moppet Conglomerate,” Jane said calmly. “Proprietary biosynaptic circuitry, low-gain resonance shielding, and split-vector neural encryption keyed to a quadrilimb sync node. It’s not a matter of skill. It’s biology.”



Grant squinted. “What the hell’s a Moppet?”



Jane gestured with her hands. “Species. Two long-necked heads. Four arms. Possibly the most cowardly sentient species to reach space. Their tech is designed to only function under simultaneous dual-brain cognitive overlap. It is, by definition, idiot-proof. Because only a biological idiot octopus can use it.”



Alice threw her arms up. “So figure it out, genius!”



Jane didn’t flinch. “This is not a hardware problem. This is a
 wetware
 interface incompatibility. You’d need dual cerebral patterning operating in perfect coherence to even begin to access the internal matrix.”



“She means you need a creature with two heads and four arms to even operate the thing.” Boomi said quietly.



Grant scratched his chin. “What if two humans tried it together? Working at the same time?”



Jane gave him a withering look. “Unless the two people share synchronized neurofeedback loops down to the submillisecond, the collar’s anti-tamper failsafes will activate and liquefy Merin’s frontal lobe. Would you like a diagram?”



Merin had gone pale. “So to take it off we need... a Moppet.”



Jane nodded. “We need a Moppet. I already checked, there are none onboard.”



Boomi looked up from where she was doodling an escape plan with candy wrappers. “Where the heck do you find one of those?”



Everyone fell silent.



“This is a prison ship,” Grant said. “How hard can it be to arrest one?”



 



***



 



Grant sat in the cafeteria beside the wreckage of a vending unit, casually munching a half-melted space jerky bar like he hadn’t just broken galactic law by dropkicking the machine open.



The technicians arrived first... a trio of Sleestak in grey jumpsuits and sour expressions. One knelt down with a scanner. Grant grabbed him by the collar and jammed a shiv against the side of his lizardy head.



“Nobody move. This is a religious protest.”



Ten minutes later, the riot squad showed up.



Three stun-beamers. One chemical dispersal unit. And a guy with a cannon labeled
 “Foam-Based Compliance”
 that looked like it belonged in a hentai horror movie.



Grant didn’t flinch.



The beams fired. He stood there, sizzling slightly, jaw clenched. When they saw the stunbeams barely affected him the guards fell back.



“Get me Shrikt,” he said through gritted teeth.



Shrikt arrived fifteen minutes later, projecting annoyed in his body language as only a sleestak middle manager could. The other guards gave him a wide berth.



“What's this all about softskin?” Shrikt hissed, arms crossed.



Grant adjusted his shiv against the hostage and stood up straighter. “Religious protest. Article 7, Section 12 of the Galactic Corrections Consortium Justice Code: all prisoners shall have access to their cultural and religious artifacts. You’ve denied us that right. I’m here to exercise my spiritual obligations.”



Shrikt stared. Then slowly blinked. “...Are you being serious?”



“Deadly.”



Alice stood behind him, arms folded, wearing her best “I’m not worried this will all go terribly wrong” glare.



Shrikt clicked his teeth. “What exactly is it you’re requesting?”



Grant let go of the technician and dusted off his hands. “You’re obligated by right to provide items of a religious nature so long as they comply with the prison contraband code. Since the only place to locate those materials without a very long trip back to my homeworld is in the vehicles you impounded when we were arrested, we want access to our impounded property.”



Grant had thought this through. By hinting that he could lodge a religious complaint but then giving Shrikt an easy out by just letting him get stuff from his vehicle, he hoped the lizard would be more likely to just give Grant what he wanted in the first place.



Shrikt sighed. “And if I let you go down there, this whole theater performance ends?”



Grant nodded. “Scout’s honor.”



Shrikt muttered something about ‘idiots interrupting his hot rock time’ and waved his claw. “Take them to legal counselling and I’ll meet you there.”



They were escorted down the hall at stun-gun point and dumped into a gray room labeled



> PRISONER COUNSELING SUITE



The room lit up as a sleek holoscreen blinked to life, and the unsettlingly cheerful digital avatar of a corporate paralegal based on Grant's brain-scan of his ex-girlfriend Mia shimmered into view. She looked like she’d stepped out on the pole wearing a sexy stripper version of a lawyer's skirt suit: perfect hair, sparkling eyes, and a blazer exposing more cleavage than legal precedent.



“Welcome, valued litigation subject!” the AI trilled. “I’m your Pre-Sentencing Legal Advocate and Emotional Clarity Consultant! Would you like to:



	
Receive a free upgrade to the premium guilt mitigation package?


	
File an appeal through our Efficient Denial™ system?


	
Or scream directly into the audio intake node while we record your despair for compliance verification?





“Ask about our limited-time plea bargain for friends and family promotion... terms and conditions
 absolutely
 apply!”



Shrikt clomped into the room. “Shut up and get lost,” the lizard told the AI.



“I’m afraid only my client can waive the right to legal counsel…”



Grant nodded to the floating AI legal assistant. “Not today, lady.”



“Noted in your file. Please enjoy your unmonitored interrogation.”



The screen went blank.



Shrikt leaned against the wall. “Let’s drop the act. What do you really want?”



“Well I figured neither one of us wants to look like we’re making deals, so I thought this would be an easy way we could chat about… potentially beneficial trades.”



The sub-officer’s face was unreadable, but his tail flicked in curiosity. “Go on.”



Grant leaned forward. “You made some good money by watching me fight, right? Let’s say I go in for your underground match-ups again. You’d get a big payday.”



Shrikt narrowed his eyes. “Depends… what you want.”



“I need a Moppet transferred onto this ship. One with working hands and experience in electronics.”



“That sounds dangerous to the ship…”



“I’ve got a line on a datapad hack the moppets invented. Let’s them access premium entertainment channels for free. It’s a goddam money maker.”



“How do they do it?” Shrikt asked, suddenly interested.



“No idea. They won’t share. But let’s say you get me one, I can cut you in for say… ten percent.”



“Forty percent,” Shrikt immediately countered.



“Thirty.”



“Deal,” Grant shrugged.



“Hold on… that’s if I can find one of these moppets.”



Grant had thought of this too. “This ship has a prisoner pickup scheduled soon, right?”



“Yes… at Clavicron station.”



Shrikt gave a long hiss and began pacing slowly, clawed hands clasped behind his back, tail flicking in thought. His eyes narrowed in that way bureaucrats do when they're calculating not just risk but potential upside. He was clearly intrigued... and clearly looking for an angle.



“That’s not a small favor,” he finally said. “That’s three forged clearances, two falsified routing algorithms, a blind drop reroute through a customs AI with a god complex, and one shadow manifest entry that has to be triple-signed by someone who's technically dead. Not to mention at least three levels of risk that range from 'career-ending audit' to 'mysterious vent-related accident’.”



Grant smirked, recognizing a bargaining tactic when he heard one. “Okay. Cut to the part where you tell me the price.”



Shrikt’s slitted eyes gleamed. “You fight at the Clavicron
 SLAMMA BRAWL
 . In the real pit. Not the prison sideshow. The proper blood arena. You make me that kind of prize money… I’ll get you your moppet.”



Grant leaned back. “Done.”



Shrikt nodded once. “Good. Then I’ll escort you and your mate to the cargo bay. Can’t let anyone think you’re snitching or that I’m playing favorites. Pick up your ‘religious items’ and get back to your cells. We’re done here.”



Alice glared at Grant as they walked out and grabbed his arm. “You could’ve told me
 before
 you signed up for a goddam gladiator game. What the hell, Grant?”



He raised an eyebrow. “Would it have changed anything?”



“Yes!”



Grant snorted. “You’re morally fine if  we are already planning to a riot, and hijacking a supply shuttle with a sharpened toothbrush, but
 this
 is where you draw the line?”



“The point is to keep you alive, remember? How’s it going to help if you die in a bloodsport!”



“No, Alice… the point is make sure I don't have a life sentence of endless torture. Death in a gladiator fight seems a lot less scary.”



She looked like she wanted to say more but the squad of sleestaks guards was cautiously approaching them.



 



***



 



Flanked by a dozen heavily armored sleestak guards, each of them sweating bullets... or the lizard equivalent... Grant and Alice walked down the corridors to the cellblock exit. At the doors the guards nervously fingering their stun-batons while they halted and called the duty officer. Most of them looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. A few looked like they were moments away from accidentally tasing themselves.



Shrikt tapped his comm bracelet, the tiny screen flickering to life with a grainy view of the duty officer lounging in the command pod outside. “Requesting main door access,” he grunted. Looked like Merin was right… only the duty officer could override the door security from inside-block requests.



“I’ve got an Article 7-12 request for compassionate leave to retrieve personal effects.”



“Is that the zombies?” the duty officer asked skeptically.



“You don’t want to open, fine by me, Laskik… I’ll let you handle the 7-12 denial paperwork.”



The duty officer grumbled, and the doors gave a warning beep before they opened. With a gesture Grant and Alice were outside the cellblock, in the long, curved main corridor of the ship’s spine.



At the front of the formation, Shrikt marched like he was leading a parade no one wanted to be in. They made the long walk and the cargo bay doors parted with a hydraulic hiss to reveal the observation platform overlooking the massive loading chamber beyond. Crates stacked three stories high. Flickering overhead lights. And two very different Earth vehicles parked like abandoned dreams.



Alice’s Space Y rocket loomed sleek and polished, all smooth lines and shiny chrome fins, a poster child for luxury deep-space travel.



Dwarfed beside it sat Grant’s ride.



A beat-up pickup truck with a camper trailer hooked on the trailer hitch with mismatched solar panels duct-taped to the roof, the whole thing spray-painted matte gray and covered in bumper stickers from state parks and barbecue joints across the country.



“Why do I feel like your truck has a gun rack,” Alice muttered.



“Because it does.”



They started toward her rocket first, but Shrikt held out a clawed hand.



“Nope. Off limits.”



“What?” Alice snapped. “That’s my ship. My religious stuff’s in there.”



Shrikt shrugged. “Which is exactly why it’s impounded. High-tech, high-threat. Can't let you near it.”



Grant cleared his throat. “Paragraph sixteen, subsection thirty-four. ‘Prisoners are allowed access to religious instruction and sacred materials’. If the only source of said materials is inside our ships, legally we’re entitled to retrieve them.”



Shrikt squinted. “You've been quite the legal scholar huh?”



Actually, Grant had picked it up overhearing the other prisoners chatting in the non-denominational chapel while he was hiding behind the projector screen banging the brains out of Boomi.



Shrikt sighed like he regretted every decision that led to this moment. “Fine.
 That
 piece of junk... “ he pointed at the truck-camper combo “... is clearly too primitive to be a threat. Go nuts. You’ve got ten minutes.”



Alice gave him a look, and Grant shrugged. Nodded. It would do.



He felt an eerie sense of violation seeing the sleestaks had been in the back of his truck; the plastic wrapped sleestaks bodies had been removed. Probably as evidence for the trail. Maybe dinner… he wasn’t entirely sure if the lizards were cannibals.



Inside the camper, the smell hit first. Equal parts mildew, beef jerky, and motor oil.



Alice looked around. “This is… a lot. You ever clean this place?”



“Hey!” Grant grumbled. He stepped over an overturned toolbox and kicked a pile of laundry into a corner. “Things got a little upside down when I was abducted by the tractor beam from a UFO.”



She poked a coffee can full of loose bullets. “This is how you store your ammo?”



Grant shrugged. “Doesn’t everyone? Anyway, forget the guns. They'd set off every scanner if we tried to smuggle them into the cell block.” He reached into a drawer and pulled out a crinkly plastic bag. “Here. Sugar candies. Classic Earth contraband. You’re the mule.”



Alice squirmed uncomfortably.



“Hey, you're the one who wanted to do this. Too late to back out now.”



“I was emotional!”



“Too late. Start packing like you promised.”



Alice groaned. Merin or Boomi would’ve volunteered for this in a heartbeat. Which was probably why Alice had said she'd do it. Hard to figure women sometimes.



She snatched the bag of individually wrapped candies and stormed off to his tiny sleeping nook in the back to get some privacy for what came next.



“Your ‘bedroom’ is a disaster,” she called. “Is this a pizza box? Did you sleep on a
 pizza box?
 ”



“How long does it take to put candy up your snatch?” he yelled back, tired of her criticism.



Ten minutes later, she emerged looking vaguely haunted. And walking funny as she passed him heading for the camper door.



“Let’s just go.”



“Wait!” Grant rummaged around a cluttered shelf, tossed aside a flashlight, an old wrench, a box of expired condoms labeled
 'Emergency Use Only'
 , and finally pulled out a battered, dog-eared comic book.



“Almost forgot my sacred religious text.”



Alice squinted at the cover. “
 Space Force Five?
 ”



He held it up solemnly. “The galaxy’s last hope. Five humans with attitude. And abs.”



She stared.



He tucked it under his arm. “We’re supposed to be retrieving religious texts… and it's the only book I own.”



 



***



 



The showers were hissing at full blast, steam curling through cracked tiles and flickering fluorescents. Grant stood posted up outside one of the stalls like a very impatient bouncer at a naked nightclub.



Behind the divider, Alice’s voice was low and tense. “Here. One.”



She stuck her hand past the curtain and a small, individually wrapped sugar candy dropped into his palm. More followed.



“Two... three... four....” 



She counted each one. It went on so long Grant had to stop a whole new batch of female inmates who showed up at the showers and chase them off with a glare.



But then Alice went silent.



“What's the holdup? We're starting to draw attention,” he said over his shoulder.



“We’re missing one,” Alice said quietly.



Grant groaned. “Seriously?” 



“Fuck you, yes! Seriously!”



“Count em again.”



“I recounted them three times already.”



“You sure you counted right when you put them inside?”



Alice was somewhere between furious and hysterical. “Of course I counted! I counted extremely carefully just in case this sort of thing happened!” she yelled.



“Okay, fine, Geezus, don't have to bite my head off. I guess you need to get in there and, I dunno, poke around and feel for it.”



“Grant, I swear to God you give me one more stupid suggestion I'm going to transfer these up your ass and see how you like it. What do you think I've been doing? I
 looked
 . But… probably I just can't... reach it.”



“Fuck.” Now what? Would it come out on its own? She might get sick if she left it in there.



“Well then...” Alice said in a numbly calm voice. “You’re going to have to
 look for it,
 ” she snapped.



Grant blinked. “Look. As in... “



Her voice was shaking. “I
 can’t
 do it myself! You’re going to have to help.”



Grant exhaled like a man heading into combat without backup. “This is
 not
 what I thought space crime would involve.”



He stepped into the stall found Alice was bright red, leaning one arm on the wall for support, the other gripping the divider like she was about to be frisked. Naked and wet and furious.



“I swear if you say anything clever, I will shank you with a toothbrush.”



Grant washed his hands in the shower spray with some soap and warmed them up. When he was done he stuck his fingers in his mouth to get them wet.



“What are you doing!” her eyes went wide.



“Water is a terrible lubricant, saliva is better,” he told her.



“Oh... right. Okay then,” she mumbled.



He stood beside her and reached down. She stared at the ceiling, refusing to look him in the eye.



“Ready?” he asked.



“Just fucking do it already!”



Her pussy was warm and soft but not exactly inviting. She was clenched tighter than a crab’s asshole. He spat in his hand for extra lubrication and tried again. Managed one finger and started exploring.



She hissed. “Your hand is like fucking ice!”



“Bullshit,” Grant muttered.



He wiggled around inside, felt as far as he could. She gave tiny grunts of protest but otherwise forced herself to stay quiet. Nothing. He turned the angle of his hand and explored.



“W-what are you d-doing?” Alice whimpered, biting her lip.



“What do you think?”



“I swear to fucking god if you're using this as an excuse to feel me up...”



“Relax, would you? You’re clenching like I’m trying to pull a grenade pin.”



“Then stop being so... rough.”



“Don’t move,” he told her.



He got on his knees, eye-level with her bright, coppery bush. He tried two fingers at a different angle, and he swore he could hear her whimper.



“Well, I guess the carpet
 does
 match the drapes.”



“You're disgusting!”



“Geezus, Alice, I'm trying to lighten the mood! I'm just kidding. Look, let’s think outside the box…”



“Very funny!”



“I mean it. I have an idea. Lay down on your back.”



“What?”



“Let me try a different angle while you're not so tense from standing.”



“Oh... okay fine. She crouched down in the shower. “Not enough room to lie down.”



“Put your legs up against the wall.”



Using her clothes as a cushion, she lay on her back, legs in the air, braced against the wall of the shower. With Grant crouched beside her she steadfastly refused to meet his eyes and bit her upper lip as he went back in.



“Oh yeah... much better... I think I can almost touch your cervix already,” he said.



“
 Don’t narrate!
 ”



He fished around, curling his fingers back and up against her pubic bone to sweep the area.



Suddenly Alice's knees shook. The more he swept around with his fingers the more she kept her face immobile and frozen but couldn’t hide the fact her legs up in the air were shaking uncontrollably. He pulled his hand out and noticed that her insides were now noticeably slipperier. She couldn’t disguise a whimper.



“Why did you stop!” she snapped.



“Sore wrist,” he said. What was she pissed about now? Not like he was fingering her G-spot or any...



Oh… Ohhhhhhh!



He moved to lube up his fingers again but she noticed and yelled at him before he could. “Don’t taste it!”



“Fine… you get them wet!” he snapped, patience nearly gone.



Something complex crossed her face. Anger… shame… something else? Then she worked her mouth and spit in his hand. He smeared it around a little and she blushed brighter red. Then gasped in shock as he reached back inside.



“Okay,” he said. “I think I know where it must be, tucked up under your cervix…”



“I fucking hate you,” she mumbled, covering her face with her hands.



“Hey, it’s just biology, right? You know, your pussy is deeper than most girls I've been with. Must be your height. I dated one girl I could feel her cervix every time we--”



“You’re making this worse!” she yelled.



“Are you
 sure
 there’s one left?”



Alice jerked slightly. “Are you accusing me of making this up just to get fingered, you
 absolute jackass!
 ”



Her muscles clenched around his fingers like a bear trap.



And suddenly, as Grant's index finger bent under the pressure, he felt the plastic wrapper.



Grant froze. “Wait. Found it!”



It was like trying to reach something that had fallen under the couch. Every time he got close, and his fingers brushed against it, it moved away. He twisted his wrist, pushing in as hard as he dared. Alice whimpered.



Finally he caught it between two fingers. Then very carefully pulled it out. Removing his hand the redhead let out a contained yelp.



He held up the tiny wrapper triumphantly. She lay there panting and their eyes met. For a moment he was reminded of the time they spent clinging to each other in the isocube. He smiled.



“Was that so bad?”



“Maybe next time we can--”



Just then, Boomi’s voice rang out like a party whistle.



“Hey! You two done? The customers are getting
 cranky
 ! I need that contraband!”



The little albino popped her head around the stall curtain and saw Grant crouched with his hand in her pussy.



Boomi’s eyes lit up, antennae flexing. “Are you two doing
 it?
 ”



Alice jumped. “No! No! I... this is
 not
 what it looks like!”



Boomi tilted her head. “Then what does it look like?”



Alice sputtered. “I
 don’t
  even like him!”



Boomi grinned. “Then stop hogging him and let someone who
 does
 get a turn.”



He hadn’t thought it was possible for Alice to brush and brighter red.



 



***



 



Grant lounged on a cracked vinyl couch in the women’s cellblock rec room, half-watching
 Interstellar Housewives of Crater Nine
 blerp-vids play on the main holoscreen. The drama was absurd – in the last episode there was a cryopod-divorce, and someone sabotaging another housewife’s atmospheric pressure dome.



Merin sat beside him, completely absorbed, arms crossed, and eyes narrowed like she was personally invested in the fallout.



“Okay, first of all,” she muttered. “Tarella absolutely told Rhundra about the fertility surrogate 
 offscreen..
 . This whole fight’s fake.”



Before he could respond, the lights dimmed briefly, and a cheery voice blared through the shipwide PA system:



“Attention valued detainees! The universe is about to get a little more real! We are now exiting Voidspace... please remain seated and try not to scream into the entropy. Side effects may include nausea, spatial vertigo, or the temporary loss of personal identity. Thank you for choosing Orbinex Dynamics —Your Confinement Is Our Journey™!”



Grant’s stomach lurched like it had just tried to leave his body ahead of schedule. Merin winced and rubbed her temple. Around the room, several female inmates turned green and stumbled toward the washroom with hands over their mouths.



“What the fuck?” he asked.



“That,” Merin said flatly. “Was the exit out of voidspace. It messes with the vestibular system. And sometimes... reality.”



Grant grunted. “Great... spacesick.”



The next blerpisode started, but before it was even halfway done, the cellblock PA crackled again... this time with a familiar smugness:



“Attention all staff and sub-sentient livestock: This is your glorious captain Luxx speaking. We’ve reached Clavicon Station... shockingly on time, despite the effort wasted keeping you scum alive. Intake officers, quit being useless and get to your posts; all officers will be working triple shifts until further notice. As for the inmate biomass: you will be stacked, crammed, and redistributed. Do not complain. Do not ask for bunks. You’ll get floor if you’re lucky. Any complaints will find themselves on zero rations.”



Merin sighed. “That's your wake-up call.” She tried to play it cool, gave him a half-smirk and a casual wave, like she was just another crewmate seeing someone off for a supply run. But the act cracked fast. She stepped forward, grabbed his collar, and kissed him – hard – standing on her toes, slender body pressed full against him like she could hold him there with sheer will.



“You have to come back,” she whispered, breath hot against his ear. “I need you.”



Grant kept his voice steady, acting calmer than he felt. “Hey, it's just a quick detour. I'll be back before you know it.” he patted her on the back and stepped away. “I expect a full recap on the episodes I miss.”



She smiled a bit.



An hour later and Shrikt led Grant, Boomi, and Bonda through the corridors of the prison ship like they belonged there. They moved casually, heads inside toxic chemical hoods to hide their features, past guards and inmates who didn’t ask questions. Grant played it cool... slouchy posture, bored face.



Inside his adrenalin was pumping. Every instinct telling him to lay a beating into every sleestak in his way and escape from this prison.



Stick to the plan...



He'd initially asked Shrikt to send all the girls along with him on this 'work detail' but Shrikt wasn't born yesterday – he allowed Boomi to come, and the stupid slug, but kept Alice and the others locked up as leverage – hostages to ensure Grant didn't do anything stupid like try to run.



They exited the spine corridor into the main shuttle bay. A big compartment like a budget airport departure lounge with a clear viewing wall into the much larger empty space of the hangar bay itself. The hangar was alive with activity... shuttles clamped to docking arms, freight drones zipping around, guards in tactical armor arguing over who forgot the anti-radiation slather again. Backed up against a temporary hallway that extended like an accordion, was the cigar-shaped spaceship for their ride. Unless they had more than one, it had to be the same one that had abducted Grant's truck in a tractor beam.



At the airlock passageway a different lizard squad leader scanned them one by one.



Beep.
 Boomi.



Beep.
 Grant.



Beep.
 Bonda.



Shrikt had modified their ear chips to make them appear as generic, low-risk inmates. Would have been hard to explain letting
 Sleestak's Most Wanted
 out on a day parole.



The sleestak guard leading the checkpoint narrowed his eyes. “Work detail?”



Shrikt nodded, casual. “Scavenging for spare coolant junctions. Some dumbass blew out half the power couplings on module 12.”



The guard gave a knowing grunt. “You always seem to have a detail when there’s a parts shortage.”



Shrikt smiled thinly and passed him a credit chip. “Guess I’m just lucky like that.”



Money changed claws. Nods were exchanged. Everything smoothed over like grease on a maintenance hatch. Clearly this wasn't the first time Shrikt had paid off his coworkers to look the other way. 



They boarded the shuttle a minute later. Quick walk down the temporary airlock and inside the other vessel. Now that he could get a sense of scale, Grant figured the shuttle was maybe fifty meters long, ten wide. A third shorter and a third wider that a 747 jumbo jet. Unlike a jet it had no wings, no engine pods, no external guidance fins of any kind. Whatever technology they used to move or steer it was like nothing Grant had ever seen.



Inside, it smelled like hot dust and sterilized lizard sweat. The lighting was dim and orange, and the walls were textured like rusted sandpaper.



“Feels like we just walked into a dehydrated armpit,” Grant muttered.



Shrikt gave a contented hiss, his nictitating membranes blinking slowly. “This corvette was built by sleestak engineers,” he said, almost proudly. “Heat, dryness, scale-friendly grip textures... it’s like home. Much better than the hyumin-centric humidity pods and flavorless air mix in the cell blocks. I can finally breathe without my noseplate going numb.”



They reached a small chamber with hard bench seating and harness points... clearly meant for quick prisoner transfers or emergency vomit containment.



Shrikt tapped Grant’s shoulder before leaving. “It’s done. The Moppet’s already in transit. By the time you finish, they’ll be onboard for the return trip.”



“Appreciate it,” Grant said. “I think.”



Shrikt gave one last slitted eye blink and vanished through the hatch.



Two minutes later, the shuttle launched.



Grant leaned toward the porthole, watching the prison ship fall away behind them, a massive sausage-shape of metal and misery. The stars beyond glittered like they hadn’t gotten the memo about how screwed everything was.



Boomi squeezed beside him, eyes wide. “Oooooh. That’s a pretty one.”



“Shouldn't we have chairs or harnesses to keep up from getting bounced around in flight?” Grant asked, scanning the compartment. “You'd think they wouldn't want their expensive prisoners crammed in like a cattle car.”



Boomi shrugged, more interested in the view outside. “They don't need acceleration chairs. The inertial dampers take care of all that. If they failed mid-flight, we’d be paste. Like jam in a can. Clorvox jam. Squish.”



Grant gave her a long stare. Realized how little he actually knew about the space civilization he was trapped in. Bless her heart, Boomi wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, and she knew way more about it than he did just by growing up in it. 



The shuttle hummed louder as it approached the orbital platform. The alien station loomed ahead like an angry metal spider.



 



***



 









Chapter 23
    
 
: Fleshmechanic




 



Grant leaned toward the porthole just as the shuttle shifted course, giving him a view of a massive silver-blue moon curving off into the void and a green planet way off in the distance, no bigger than a golf ball. For a second, he forgot about jail, the guards, even the sugar hidden in Boomi’s pants. That was another world out there. Another
 solar system.
 An alien one. And he was flying straight into it.



Then he saw the station. It started as a speck. Then a smear. Then the unmistakable silhouette of an artificial nightmare... an insect-shaped web of metal and blinking lights that grew bigger with terrifying speed.



 “So that’s Clavicron?” Grant said, nodding at the enormous spiny structure ahead.



“I guess,” Boomi said, like he was describing a mall.



The thing looked like a radioactive spider built by the lowest bidder... gleaming metal limbs stabbing into orbit with no regard for aerodynamics or aesthetic decency. A dozen more big ships drifted in synchronized parking orbits nearby, hulking silhouettes that all seemed to copy the same basic styles: long cylinders like the prison ship, big saucer shapes like classic UFOs, cones like a spinning top and blunt wedges like triangles.



Dozens of smaller ships clung to the underside of the station like suckerfish, docked tight against the belly of the beast.



The prison corvette came in fast. Too fast. Grant braced himself, expecting at least a jolt or a dramatic shudder like in the movies. Instead, there was a moment of queasy weightlessness, a rumble through the floor, and a
 thunk
 sound.



A slight tug in his inner ear. His gut flipping like it was trying to eject.



“Standard gravity should kick in once we’re aboard,” Boomi said cheerfully, bouncing beside him. “Same as the prison ship. Super comfy. I grew up with almost twice as much pull... my homeworld is heavier. Your planet Dirt’s probably heavier than this too, I bet, from the way you're so strong.”



Grant didn’t say anything. Mostly because he was trying not to hurl.



The hatch hissed and Shrikt stomped in, all business. “Listen up, zombie. You’re not tourists. You’re not guests. You’re inmates on extended processing. I trust you not to cause trouble, because if you do, your little harem back in the cellblock gets a full demonstration of our compliance toolkit. Understood?”



Grant clenched his jaw against the threat. Wanted to twist Shrikt's head off and knew he couldn't. “Loud and clear,” he said through his teeth.



Nothing says 'motivation' like hostage-based teamwork...



Escorted by Shrikt and a pair of stone-faced lizard guards, they moved through the forward hatch and onto the station.



The first breath of station air hit like a wet sock to the face. Oily, over-filtered, and still somehow humid.



Grant gagged. “Smells like robot armpit and space curry.”



“Better than Deck 4 of the prison ship,” Boomi said, fanning herself. “That whole level smells like steamed crotch.”



Shrikt pushed him forward into the docking promenade.



The corridor was circular and wide, like someone built a space mall inside a donut and filled it with criminal energy. Announcements and advertisements shouted over cheap loudspeakers. Bright hologram signs flickered and buzzed. Shops and kiosks jostled for attention, selling everything from weapons and bootleg implants to fried meat coils and cosmic fortune readings.



A four-armed insectoid was advertising “Used Mechs... Mostly Intact!” while a feathered lizard in a visor screamed about authentic vintage music chips from the Ripple Cluster.



Grant took it all in, his first view of an alien civilization. Years ago he’d had a girlfriend who took him to a massive outdoor flea market. He’d been looking for an old cut-throat straight-edge razor with the idea of learning how to use one but after only fifteen minutes he was overwhelmed. Dozens, hundred of vendors with thousands of items all calling for his attention. His mind had started to stutter, eyeballs sore from constantly searching tables of junk, until he stopped being able to see anything. Everything just a blur.



That’s what stepping onto Clavicron Station was like.



There seemed to be a preference for bright colors and fully half the people he saw were in some sort of working harness or had knee, leg or arm pads like they handled heavy machinery. Dock workers maybe. Every so often he spotted someone he assumed was management – people in clean and new clothes. One of them wearing a pair of goggles that were tiny screens filled with scrolling data.



Grant stood aside as a creature with gold skin and head inside a fishbowl type headgear rolled past in a wheeled exoskeleton, possibly some alien from a planet with low gravity or no resistance to chemicals or germs in the air… maybe both.



For everyone wearing a recognizable style of clothing – pants, jacket, coveralls – there were three more in weird robes or a clear plastic flexible bubble or – in the case of one tiny mouse-like humanoid only two feet tall – a spiderlike exoskeleton covered in fabric like a mechanical umbrella.



He spotted a dozen bipedal automated machines – whether they were robots or mecha suits or vehicles he couldn’t tell – ranging in size from a dog to a compact car.



It seemed like basic items of clothing and gear weren’t that different from Earth; there were goggles, helmets, antennae headsets and visors. Toolbelts and lanyards and shoulder bags and equipment vests. Many of the technologies seemed to prefer organic materials and shapes so half the time he wasn’t sure if he was looking at the bug-eyed face of an alien or just some guy inside a vacuum suit.



There was a guy with mechanical hands whose head seemed made of clear plastic with a brain and eyeballs visible inside it. Robot? Cyborg? Fashion victim? There was no way for him to know. What was either a faceless android or a woman in a form-fitting pressure suit with helmet strode past; shiny, clean and pure white with pale pink flowers stencilled on it.



The variety of humanoid aliens was astonishing. He spotted more than one who looked like a perfectly normal human except their skin was blue or orange or red or green. Hair color seemed to be a major way of expressing individuality – just like on earth – with everything from bleached blonde to bright pink to metallic rainbow iridescence. He saw one amphibian-looking alien looked like it wore its lungs outside its neck like an axolotl. A big upright walking bug-thing with mandibles and clawed hands big as hedge trimmers.



Signs on the walls and stores ranged from hand-painted scrawls to glowing electronic screens to holograms and all the way back down to hand-scrawled graffiti that glowed like they were under blacklight; for all he knew they might have been meant for aliens who could see in different wavelengths of light.



Cargo and goods changed hands everywhere. Mesh bundles of fruit, metal security chests, plastic crates or handheld carrying cases with glowing contents.



A six-man patrol of five armored security goons with an officer in mirrored goggles made a wedge through the crowds. They had some sort of hazard flashes on their armor and hologram badges that looked legit so Grant assumed they were local cops; they gave Shrikt a wary once-over with professional eyes but kept walking.



The shops and kiosks along the main promenade were even stranger and most of them Grant couldn’t even begin to decipher the goods or services they offered. What was he supposed to make of a booth with a hologram pineapple for a sign. Or a customer hauling a fire-extinguisher sized cylinder of glowing rods and the shop clerk simply accepted one and handed it to a bowling-ball sized screaming insect that happily started slurping on it and went quiet like a baby finally being given a bottle. Some fat, fur-covered alien in a pink plastic skullcap sold rectangular blocks out of a freezer that oozed cold steam; were they super-cooled microprocessors or ice-cream bars? No way to tell.



The shops he could identify were no less puzzling. There was a shop that did skin grafts while you waited. There was a rotating hologram board that seemed to scan passersby and show them ads for local services – usually ignored – then set its sights on the next person in the crowd… like an overeager dog wagging its tail hopefully and never rewarded. There was a phone-booth sized kiosk advertising ‘core scans’, ‘aspirational bonding’ and ‘DNA scaling’. A gentleman’s club, a bar that specialized in ‘Ginger Tea’, a ‘Stop’n’shop’ convenience story with an angry-faced sun as a logo; the place sold cartoon stamped handbags, had a shirt-printing machine and a bin full of used plastic shoes and a locked cage behind the counter full of what looked like laser guns. What claimed to be a video arcade was right next to a bar called the ‘Friend Zone’ if that was to be believed; Grant suspected the micronaut translation was off.



Advertisements were impossible to ignore. Everywhere you looked. From video boards to cheap plastic sheets adhered to the walls in peeling layers. Wanted posters, ads for sex shows, job fairs and discount immigration services. And that’s were he finally saw the first one.



A holographic billboard burst into life overhead, spewing volume like it had beef with silence itself. Then the corridor walls lit up like a seizure in a fireworks factory.



“ARE YOU READY, Clavicron Station?”
 synthesizer musical noise shredded. Things exploded. “It’s the SLAMMA BRAWL KILLSPRINT™... brought to you by GRUDMEAT™ Energy Chews and the legally-dubious SpindleNine Combat Licensing Board!”



The screen cut to slow-mo shots of armored giants colliding like tectonic plates inside a blood-slick arena.



“This cycle’s titanic top four, fresh from dominating the Carnage Circuit!”



The screen spun exciting infographics one after another:




#1: KNIFEPOPE –
 the cyber-messiah of mutilation!


#2: REX FURY –
 grown in a vat of muscle milk and child soldier tears!


#3: LADY VENOMZILLA –
 queen of kill kisses and spine collections!



“And the NEW contender…”



#4: THE FLESHMECHANIC!


 



“Born in the bowels of a prison ship! Forged in the filth of illegal deathmatches! He tears through bone like regret through a midlife crisis!”



Grant blinked.



“...No.”



The ad cut to a sizzle reel, bright and brutal: Grant
 crushing a tentacle-faced inmate's skull
 with a broken tray, Grant
 gutting a ten-foot bug-centaur
 with a sharpened pipe and a war scream, Grant
 snapping a Shrike’s neck backwards
 , then spitting blood into the crowd and screaming,
 “WHO’S NEXT?”



He remembered that one. He wasn’t even angry... just impatient to get to lunch.



“THE FLESHMECHANIC... UNSTOPPABLE. UNCHAINED. UNMEDICATED. COMING TO YOU LIVE THIS ORBIT!
 Buy tickets now or face regret in the afterlife!”



Grant stood there, bathed in the flickering glow of his own propaganda.



“Fuck me…”



“You didn’t tell me you were famous!”



Grant didn’t need to turn. He could feel Boomi behind him... bouncing in place like someone had poured espresso down the back of a bunny. She zipped up beside him, eyes wide and glowing with adoration and bloodlust in equal measure.



“The Fleshmechanic?” she gasped, pressing her face practically against the holo. “That’s the hottest garbage name I’ve ever heard. I
 love
 it.”



Grant rubbed a hand down his face. “Boomi… half that never happened, they edited it in.”



“Pffft… you
 looked amazing
 . Like if a chainsaw got horny.” Boomi gasped again. “What about that Shrike spine-snap move? You told me all about it!”



“Well, that part happened,” Grant muttered.



“They used it in
 slow motion!
 You looked like a space-wrestling sex god!”



He stared at her.



“...What?”



She grabbed his hand like it was a weapon and she’d just been authorized to use it.



“This is fate. This is prophecy. You’re gonna win that tournament, bathe in glory, and I’m gonna be your slutty, violent cheerleader.”



“No.”



“Yes,” she whispered reverently. “Yes,
 Fleshmechanic
 .”



Grant groaned. The billboard was still playing behind them. Now it was flashing “PRE-ORDER MERCH NOW.”



“I want a t-shirt with that guy’s brains getting knocked out by you!” Boomi squirmed.



 



***



 



They seemed to have crossed some invisible boundary inside the space station. Like crossing to the wrong side of the tracks. Gone were the relatively clean, well-lit corridors of the docking promenade. Replaced with the dim lighting of a back alley in New Orleans where the neon signs gave a sense of color and life while the shadows hid the rust and dirt and crumbling, broken faces of the kiosks and shops.



There were bars. The micronauts tried to translate the names and often failed miserably: ‘Repentant Chrysalid’, ‘Long-dog-log’, ‘Vanishing Place’, ‘Cryo Sleaze’. The most popular place seemed to have a big ice-blue lettering video sign called ‘SMESHKUNTZ’, which if Grant was being honest, kindof intrigued him. Some of the places were full-size buildings, others little more than four chairs and a video screen on the street. Under the halo of an automated alcohol dispensary, he spotted three humanoids who looked like a rock band from Alpha Centurai but could have been the local temperance league for all he knew; enthusiastically chatting up a maintenance worker with a patch for ‘Atmospherics Regulator’ on his jumpsuit. Taking a closer look at the vending machine, it proudly advertised 1.5% ‘hard’ liquor, which wouldn’t be enough to legally count as horse piss back on Earth.



Signs seemed to be lit either red or blue with a bleed of purple where they overlapped. A lot of the clientele in this dark zone wore flight jackets with corporate logos or patches from different cargo charter companies. Presumably crewmembers from docked ships eager to find a good time away from the confines of crew quarters; when Grant had done a stint on that container ship back on Earth, shore leave had been all he thought about.



And that led to the other main attraction in darkside: the companionship you could rent. In all shapes and sizes. Tall, skinny, pale white hair and knee socks. Short pear-shaped with a thong and a rebreather facemask. Pink translucent jumpsuit with pierced everything. Some sort of green alien in a straitjacket type getup with a (apparently very talented) prehensile tail. They were equal opportunity perverts with both genders and a spectrum of flavors in between available for cash or charge.



Shrikt marched them past it all, ignoring everything. Boomi gawked and Bonda dawdled once until a hairy green crewman on shore leave propositioned her.



The sleestak led them to the lower concourse where the station smelled like ozone and sweat-stewed capitalism. Crowded, grimy, loud, and gleaming with low-resolution holograms. Shrikt led them down a grated walkway to what looked like a warehouse-sized hole in the station's guts.



The front of the building took up an entire block of the concourse, all holograms and video boards stitched together with epoxy and optimism. Above the doors, a looped holovid played nonstop: an alien announcer screaming about the
 GRUDGE MATCH OF THE CYCLE
 , fire and explosions behind a montage of fighters punching each other in the face.



Shrikt ignored the main entrance and ushered them down a side corridor to a reinforced hatch. Grant recognized a staff entrance when he saw one. A shiny emcee bot with a high-gloss cherry-red paint job rolled out from a wall cavity, its humanoid chassis shaped a bit like a 1950s hot rod come to life... whitewall shoulder joints, chrome trim, and fins along the elbows. Its projector eye blinked beneath a low-slung visor like it was about to challenge them to a drag race.



“Name, rank, gang affiliation, and bribe level?”



“Shrikt,” the lizard said flatly.



The bot scanned him. Then beeped, looked at Grant, and emitted a metallic snort. “
 This
 is the new star rookie of the prison league? I've seen more intimidating gumball machines. You're late. The local streaming syndicate already dropped ten million credits on gate receipts, merch revenue, and live sponsorships from K'Nakk Energy Mucus and Fryst Wyrm Lube Co. You better be worth the snot they're paying.”



Grant blinked. “I’m sorry, did you say
 mucus?
 ”



“They’re the third-largest beverage company in the quadrant,” the bot chirped. “Now move. We’ve got nine camera drones and a product placement octopus in pre-roll.”



Inside, the building opened into a full-blown arena with steep stadium seating encircling a sunken pit. Spotlights crisscrossed the ceiling, and cables hung like metallic spiderwebs.



“This used to be part of the sewage treatment system,” the bot explained, voice chip full of pride. “That pit down there? Old recycling vat. Still has all the original drainage plumbing... perfect for hosing out the leftovers.”



Grant gave Boomi a side-eye. “Tell me again why I agreed to this?”



“Because we needed a Moppet,” she said, missing the sarcasm
 .



With the house lights on, the place looked about as magical as a moldy warehouse with vomitproof seating could manage. But Grant had spent enough time hanging out at the Lucky Star long enough to know: the magic didn’t hit until the stage lights did.



A few worker bots rolled around prepping the night’s bloodfest... buffing the pit floor, tweaking the overheads, restocking the vendor blasters with pre-cooked meat spirals and alien beverages that came in glowing bottles.



The emcee bot led them through a hallway past the locker rooms.



Through an open door, Grant saw the talent bullpen: fighters of every shape and genus roughhousing, hyping themselves up, getting painted, suited, sparkled, or stitched. Spitting in buckets. Slapping backs. Laughing like friends, not soon-to-be combatants.



Hope you've got good health insurance...



Showbot Prime kept going until they reached a side corridor labeled
 TIER ONE TALENT - NO BITERS
 . He opened a hatch to reveal a small greenroom stocked with electrolyte gel packs, a sanitation bucket, and a beaten-up recliner that smelled faintly like hotdog water.



“Welcome to the big leagues,” Showbot said. “Try not to die before your intro sequence.”



Shrikt pulled Grant aside. “I’ve gotta work out a few deals. You and the sideshow tits get dressed. Fight starts in two hours.”



Boomi gave a double thumbs-up. “Yay bloodsports!”



Grant dropped into the recliner.



And tried not to think about the drainage system.



 



***



 



Grant sat cross-legged on the green room floor, surrounded by the dubious contents of the duffel bag Shrikt had tossed him before disappearing to handle “logistics”.



First out was the costume.



A set of industrial-grade coveralls in high-visibility prison yellow... the same shade they use to paint radioactive barrels. Simple design, but surprisingly decent craftsmanship. Knee and elbow padding. Reinforced spine panel. No logos, just a black hazard glyph across the chest that looked suspiciously like a guy exploding.



“Fashion-forward,” Grant muttered.



He shrugged it on. It fit. Kinda. The crotch was a little aggressive, but the belt made up for it. A wide industrial utility rig with a chunky hologram emitter on the buckle.



He tapped the belt. It whirred.



A shimmering spray of blood poured down over him, like he was standing under his own personal blood red raincloud.



“Cooool blood hologram!” Boomi enthused from where she was stripping out of her prison uniform, pale white body almost glowing under the harsh lights of the room. She waved her hand through the blood rain – making the hologram derez a little. It wasn't real, just a flashy bit of showmanship.



“Classy.”



Next came the weapons.



A heavy mace made from industrial piping and bolted flanges. Not subtle. Not elegant. But great for turning bones into gravel. Then a knife... well, a shiv, according to the manifest. It was more like a sharpened rebar the size of a short sword. Someone had even etched tally marks into the side.



And last: the big boy.



His sword.



The same one he'd used to finish that crab thing in his first fight. Handmade in  a machine shop, brutal, and heavy as hell. Holding it made him feel like maybe he wouldn’t die in the first fifteen seconds.



He was midway through taking some test-swings when Boomi bounced in front of him.



“TA-DAAA!”



She was dressed in what could generously be described as
 less than a swimsuit.



A few strategically cut strips of prison-yellow fabric crisscrossed her chest, barely covering her modesty, and a set of ultra-high leg straps rode her hips. The whole thing looked like it had been drawn by horny teenagers. She spun around, curves bouncing, cheeks jiggling, barely held in check by the 'clothes'.



“Like it? I get to throw signs and cheer and stuff! I even got little boots with my own holograms, look!”



She padded back and forth and the hologram generators in the shoes generated splashes of blood like she was stomping in puddles of gore.



Bonda, perched on a bench by the food, slowly hydrated through a tube. She hummed in appreciation. “If I still had a dick, I’d rape you in the showers for sure if you wore that outfit.”



Boomi squealed with delight. “Aww, thanks! That’s like, the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me!”



With their minimal gear prepared, there was nothing to do but wait as the crowd showed up and the hours passed until his match was up. Grant watched the prelim fights on a flickering screen bolted to the greenroom wall... some monstrous tentacle guy getting turned into meat confetti by a sasquatch with a chainsaw, followed by a burly avian creature who looked half-dinosaur and half ostrich beating a guy with his own severed arm. Every fight ended in blood, body parts, or a sponsored ad for hemorrhage control gel. He was just starting to regret having ever trusted the sleestak when Shrikt popped into the greenroom without knocking, just a tail-slap against the floor.



“You're up.”



Boomi bounced to her feet, making holographic blood splashes. Grant nodded once and stared straight ahead. Time to make the donuts.



“Try not to die until after the first commercial break.” the lizard said.



Grant stood and rolled his shoulders. The sword was too conspicuous for round one, so Shrikt handed him the shiv... really more of a miniature machete with an attitude problem.



“Just don't embarrass me,” Shrikt hissed. “I’ve got six figures riding on this match in syndication splits.”



“Your confidence is overwhelming,” Grant muttered.



They walked the tunnel toward the arena floor. Grant could already hear the roar of the crowd and the buzzing of camera drones. Somewhere up top, a horn blasted like a space freight truck in heat.



The stadium lights dimmed. A dozen holograms danced. And then, center ring, the hot rod-styled emcee bot flared to life in a shower of sparks and neon.



“LADIES, GENTLEMUTANTS, AND SENTIENT SPORES! YOU WANTED BLOOD! YOU ORDERED PAIN! STRAIGHT FROM CELLBLOCK C... THE DEATH DEALER OF DIRT... THE BONE-BREAKIN’ BARBARIAN HIMSELF...
 FLESHMECHANIC
 !”



The crowd
 booed
 . Loudly.



 



***









Chapter 24
    
 
: Garden Salad




 



Before he could stop her Boomi was already working the ring like she owned it... spinning, flipping, throwing finger hearts and winking at every camera drone she could catch in her gaze. Her outfit barely obeyed gravity and absolutely ignored decency.



“Show ‘em what those prison hips can do!” Bonda shouted to no one in particular.



Grant stepped into the center of the pit. The shiv in his hand, blood-effect holograms flickering around him like he’d just finished a slasher movie marathon. He watched enough wrestling shows to know the cartoonishly evil villain when he saw one… and that was him.



The arena lights flared violet as a dozen massive holoscreens flickered on, all displaying Grant’s scowling face in exaggerated, sweaty close-up. The emcee bot’s voice crackled through the speakers with synthetic glee.



“Tonight’s challenger: straight from the Dirt-world Sector... Cellblock C’s most
 uncooperative mammal!
 ”



Grant blinked, squinting into the stage lights. The emcee bot rolled right up on him.



“Tell us – when you snapped that guard’s neck in three places, was it premeditated, or just a natural talent?”



Grant blinked once. “No.”



“Fascinating! Now, let’s get technical for the combat enthusiasts in the audience... last cycle’s finalists heavily favored spinward-accented counter-blade forms, while the marchward schools leaned into explosive kinetic throws and low-gravity wrestling holds. Given your, let’s say, unorthodox background, how do you see yourself adapting to the rhythm of spinward versus marchward footwork under live-fire conditions?”



“Dunno,” Grant shrugged.



The emcee bot’s eye-lens twitched. There was a click as it muted its mic and leaned closer to Grant.



“Buddy,”
 it whispered through its grill.
 “You gotta work with me. This is entertainment. Give them something.”



The mic clicked back on.



“And now, the crowd really wants to know... what are your tactics going into this match? Brutality? Precision? Maybe a little poetic vengeance?”



Grant looked dead into the bots eye-lenses. “I think I’ll kill them all. Then if I have some spare time, I was thinking about tearing off your head and installing it as a toilet.”



The crowd
 exploded
 . Half in horror, half in bloodthirsty approval. The emcee bot flinched, then threw its arms up to sell the moment.



“You heard it here first, folks! It’s going to be messy!”



The crowd roared and jeered. Grant ignored them and focussed on the opposite gate where his opponent would emerge. It slid aside and he gripped his shiv, ready for anything…



Out came... a mule-sized potted plant.



No legs. No visible eyes. Just a big thick central bulb about the size of a beer keg, wrapped in layers of green pulp, with a dozen lazy-looking vines trailing from it. Two handlers on a grav-cart wheeled it into the center, grunted as they lowered it into a drain-locked ring in the floor, then sprinted back to the safety of backstage.



“AND IN THE OTHER CORNER...” the emcee bot bellowed over the speakers. “FROM THE TOXIC SWAMPS OF VAS DEFERENS-IV... THE SPORE LORD OF SUFFERING... THE BOTANICAL BUTCHER...
 PLANTASMAAAAAAA
 !”



The crowd
 exploded
 . Apparently, Plantasma had a fanbase. But the emcee bot had retreated out of the ring and the ten-second countdown buzzer on the far wall had started. The game was on.



Guess we can skip the ref telling us he wants a good, clean fight…



Grant squinted at it the plant. The thing didn’t move.



He started circling it, looking for any sort of weak spot. No eyes, no mouth, just... plant. A big salad. With murder dressing.



“Come on,” he muttered. “Give me
 something
 .”



No response.



He stepped in cautiously. Raised the shiv.



Two vines snapped to life, faster than expected, and slapped him across the chest and thigh. He stumbled back, leaving streaks of shiny green goop across his suit.



“FIRST BLOOD!” screamed the emcee bot. “PLANTASMA LASHES OUT WITH TOXIC VINE STRIKES! MOST KNOWN VICTIMS DIE IN SHRIEKING AGONY WITHIN FORTY-FIVE SECONDS!”



Grant checked his arm.



It itched.



He scratched it. He already had the beginnings of a small red rash. “Is this... poison ivy?”



The crowd was murmuring.



He stood there. Not screaming. Not melting. Not curled into a sobbing fetal ball.



“...UNPRECEDENTED!” the emcee yelled. “THE HYUMIN REMAINS UPRIGHT! THE SECRETIONS HAVEN’T DISINTEGRATED HIS SPINE! IS HE IMMUNE OR JUST TOO DUMB TO DIE?”



Grant grinned.



“Round two, lettuce.”



Grant came in swinging.



The shiv whistled through the air and
 shunked
 into the first poison vine, severing it clean. Green sludge sprayed like someone popped a zit on a giant teenager.



The crowd
 lost it.



Cheers. Applause. A few enthusiastic projectile beverages.



The plant writhed, the central bulb shuddering. Then...
 crack!
 ... the top unfurled like a carnivorous flower and revealed a gaping circular maw rimmed with jagged, thorn-like teeth an inch across.



“Fuck me,” Grant muttered. “Of
 course
 it has a mouth.”



Four vines lashed around him at once. He twisted, two each locking around his chest and legs, then hauling him toward the chomping maw.



Boomi screamed something from the edge of the pit that sounded suspiciously like “Chomp his dick!”



Grant wasn’t in the mood for innuendo.



His muscles bunched. He
 roared
 ... a deep, primal thing... and ripped one vine straight off. Then another. The last two he stomped down on and hacked with the shiv until the thing let go with a sickly
 pop
 .



The crowd boo’d. Then started chanting.
 “PLANT-AS-MA! PLANT-AS-MA! PLANT-AS-MA!”



Grant backed to the edge of the ring, catching his breath. Was this all it had? Some itchy sap and vines that he could prune? As he waited, two more of the plant’s limbs unfolded from the base. Thicker than the others, and tipped with some sort of flower buds. Both pointed at him and out of instinct he moved, ducking back and forth.



The two branches tried to track him, the seed pods on their tips swelling and suddenly both exploded with a burst of compressed gas. Something pinged against the arena wall and a second something struck him in the side. Sticking out of his ribs was some hairy plant fibers… grabbing it he pulled and extracted a two-inch almond-shaped seed pod.



“Son of a...” It was an organic bullet.



Fucker was allowed to shoot at him now?



He doubled over for a second, hand pressed to the bleeding wound in his side, then straightened. His heart kicked up. Adrenaline surged. His vision narrowed. The cold, white-hot anger kicked in.



He
 charged.



One vine shot again... he dodged and slashed, lopping off the appendage. The seed pod clattered to the floor like a ruptured fruit grenade.



He grabbed the second vine, ducked a last-minute shot, and
 wrenched
 it around. The seed cannon pointed directly at the central bulb.



CRACK!



The plant shot itself. Blasted a hole clear through the trunk and bounced off the metal deck in a shower of green goo.



The crowd
 erupted.



“WHAT A TWIST!” the emcee screamed. “SELF-INFLICTED PHOTOSYNTHETIC PENETRATION!”



The bulb shook. The pot shattered. The roots yanked free from the soil with a wet, sucking noise and the whole damn thing
 stood up
 on vine legs.



“It can walk?” Grant shouted, backing up.



It lunged.



He met it halfway. Slid under the beast, shiv hacking like a machete in a martial-arts movie. In one smooth motion, he slashed through half its root-stalks.



SPLOOSH.



More sap gushed onto the deck. The creature staggered. Green foam spewed from its mouth and roots. Grant slid out the far side covered in sap and went back, shiv raised.



Time to prune the hedge...



Something in him snapped... rage, momentum, adrenaline, whatever... and he went full weed-whacker mode. The shiv flashed in savage arcs as he hacked and slashed at every vine still twitching. Green foam sprayed. Leaves flew. Chunks of root slapped against the floor.



When the thorn-rimmed mouth gave a coughing whistle and the whole thing fell to the deck, limp, Grant finally staggered back. The bulb twitched. Then nothing.



Dead.



The stadium
 exploded
 . A sea of bodies cheering, stomping, chanting his name.



The emcee bot’s voice was momentarily silent with confusion then it came back online. “SPECTACULAR! BRUTAL! THIS FIGHT WILL BE TAUGHT IN GALACTIC SCHOOLS AS THE SINGLE GREATEST VICTORY OF HYUMINS OVER PLANTS SINCE INVENTING AGRICULTURE!”



 



***



 



Grant slumped back in the green room recliner, breathing hard, soaked in sweat and other people's sap. Boomi bounced in, giggling like she just hit the jackpot at a slot machine.



“Here!” She plopped a pouch into his lap with a heavy
 thump.



He opened it. It was stuffed with credit chips and strange alien currency... gel coins, fractal tokens, and something that looked suspiciously like a live beetle with a barcode.



“I sold all the contraband,” Boomi said proudly. “Turns out your Earth candy is addictive as hell. I called it ‘Hoplite Trance Dust.’”



Grant went to the green room snack table and opened a couple water bottles, upending them over his face and hands and scrubbing away the toxic sap as best he could.



 “You're a real entrepreneur, Boomi.”



He had the plant’s seed-pod; about the size of a lipstick. He unzipped the top of his jumpsuit to examine the wound. It had only penetrated just under the skin. Hopefully he wasn't about to start growing a sprout. He fished a syringe of prepacked liquid flesh out of his duffle bag and carefully inserted it into the hole the seed pod had left behind.



While he was waiting for it to seal the wound, Grant nodded to Bonda.



“You know what to do,” he winced as he yanked out the syringe from his side. “Take it. Go nuts. Buy whatever’s on the wish list.”



Bonda had been tasked with retrieving a few items Jane would need to disarm the collar. Things that would dramatically increase her ability to safely disarm it and therefore keep him alive.



“Bonda… no mistakes. We’re counting on you.”



The slug gave a little salute and rolled headed into the nearest air vent.



“There's a door, right there...” Boomi shook her head.



Grant nodded and slapped a skin patch from the first aid kit onto the wound.



The intercom flared to life. 



“Next bout in fifteen minutes.”



Grant lay back on the couch. “Wake me up in fourteen.”



Grant didn’t remember every detail of the next few fights... just flashes. Moments burned into memory like hot metal. The sounds of the crowd. The sting of injuries. The weirdly enthusiastic alien bloodthirst that bet on death like it was a church raffle prize.



Round two was against a hulking, half-metal freak with whirring servos and spinning blades for hands. The bastard came at him like a lawnmower with legs.



Grant dodged, ducked,
 ripped
 one cybernetic arm off at the joint, and used it to beat him into shutdown mode. Crowd went wild. After that he fought a gurgling, ever-shifting mass of mouths and eyes slid into the pit, whispering things that made people in the stands scream and puke.



Grant nearly puked too... until he wedged his pipe mace into the thing’s biggest mouth and
 shoved
 . It pierced the skin like a balloon full of jelly. The amoeba alien emptied like a beer keg with a fresh tap, and the creature deflated down the drain with a wet slurp.



The mop crew came out in hazmat gear.



Round four was a fellow hyumin, lean and quick, covered in hologram tattoos and flexing his knives like he was about to audition for Space Cirque du Psycho. The guy danced. Slashed. Cut Grant’s shoulder open.



He took the hit, stepped inside his guard, put him in an arm lock. To his surprise the bone snapped right through the skin and the man screamed. Then the guy screamed and convulsed, dropping to his knees and flopping over. Grant stood over him, bleeding, and stared in shock. Ten seconds later he was dead. The guy had flatlined from the shock of a broken arm.



Grant took his fancy knife as a replacement for his shiv. Sliced off a strip of the guy’s outfit and used it as a bandage over the knife wound to staunch the blood until he could get backstage. The emcee bot lost its mind.



“INCOMPREHENSIBLE! MOST KNOWN HYUMIN SUBTYPES BLEED OUT FROM A SINGLE PUNCTURE! UNBELIEVABLE! Vertebrates and invertebrates alike – and entities beyond taxonomy – he’s done it AGAIN! The FLESHMECHANIC has taken a class-seven puncture wound to the thoracic region and is treating it like a paper cut at a daycare! That’s not a hyumin, that’s a
 meat-powered war crime!
 ”



The holoscreens did an instant replay of him getting shanked, and zoomed in on Grant’s impassive face.



“DO YOU SEE THIS?!” the emcee bot shrieked. “He doesn’t flinch, doesn’t falter, doesn’t even
 acknowledge
 it! Somewhere an autodoc just short-circuited from existential confusion! Are we sure this thing’s organic? Because I am not ruling out that he’s an ancient, cursed home appliance wearing a skin suit!”



The crowd went ballistic, banging on rails, screaming for more, hungry for violence and spectacle.



 



***



 



Grant was still cooling down from the prelim fights, half sprawled on the green room recliner, when Boomi bounced in like a cartoon sexpot from a more relaxed era; back when cartoon mice and cats were allowed to beat each other bloody.



She shut the door behind her. Didn’t say a word.



Just crawled into his lap.



“Boomi... now’s not the... “



She put a finger on his lips. “You’re covered in other people’s blood. Your shiv smells like plant guts. I’ve never wanted you more.”



Grant blinked. “That’s the
 grossest
 compliment I’ve ever received.”



She kissed him anyway. Slow. Deep. Possessive. Her hands were everywhere. Her hips already grinding. The scraps of yellow fabric she called a costume peeled away without effort or shame.



“Boomi...” he warned.



“I’m ovulating,” she said sweetly.



“Oh hell.”



He meant to stop it. He
 really
 did. But she knew every trick. She whispered dirty things like ‘I want you to rearrange my insides’, or ‘ you’ve ruined me for any other cock, now you are obligated to fuck me’,  or ‘daddy, that makes my tummy full of butterflies’. All while she nuzzled his neck. Slid her wet pussy over his bulging cock down, then back up, then down again until his brain short-circuited.



He gripped her waist, and she gasped, eyes wide. Gave a tiny nod. Then he’d unzipped his coveralls and popped out his raging erection so he could lift her up and squeeze her pussy onto it like an orange-juicer. She gasped and moaned until he was all the way inside her then started to ride him with frantic energy. Tits bouncing in his face, cries making his balls want to empty. She rode him right to the edge of filling her up, just long enough to get them both on the edge of oblivion... then stopped.



Just... stopped.



And climbed off.



Grant sat there, breath ragged, staring at the ceiling like it had betrayed him.



Boomi adjusted her costume and smiled like she’d just won a bet. “You’re welcome.”



Grant’s brain was on fire. Not the good, sexy kind of fire... this was the kind of fire that burned down relationships, furniture, and whole cities.



“What the hell is this?”



He could feel the blood pounding in his ears and also in one other extremely obvious place. His pulse was doing its best impression of a jackhammer inside his jumpsuit. If frustration were fuel, he could’ve powered a battlecruiser to the edge of the galaxy and back.



“Motivation,” she purred. “You fight better when you’re frustrated. It’s science.”



You let her ride you like a carnival ride with a broken brake line, and now she’s gone and left you revved up like a redline muscle car in neutral. You absolute moron. You got baited by a four-foot tall jailhouse tease with an ovulation calendar and zero decency.



Grant stood up, fists clenched, visibly vibrating with unsatisfied rage. “You...
 diabolical little succubus!
 ”



“See? It’s working already!”



The door opened with a hiss.



Shrikt stepped in, took one look at the room, and gave Grant a flat stare.



“Out,” he said to Boomi.



She skipped out humming a happy tune. Shrikt waited until the door sealed. Turned his emotionless lizard face to Grant. But Grant had learned to read body language from the sleestak guards – and the way his tail twitched and his nostrils flared Shrikt was happy.



“You’ve done well,” he said. “Crowd loves you. Betting’s gone through the roof.”



Grant narrowed his eyes. “Okay?” He waited for the other shoe to drop.



“I need you to take a dive in the final match.”



There it is…



Despite knowing Shrikt would pull something, some fuckery to screw him over, Grant had leaned into the competition. Let himself get invested in the thrill of winning. Now the lizard’s lisping lying face made his stomach hurt like he’d been punched.



Grant froze, trying to make sense of it. After everything? The blood, the hype, the crowds chanting his name like he was some kind of gladiator god? This was the moment it was all supposed to pay off... not just in credits, but in leverage. Shrikt had promised them a Moppet, and Grant had played along. Gritted through every wound. Tanked every hit. Rose from every puddle of blood.



And now the sleestak wanted him to throw it all away.



Story of his life... the system was always rigged, and even when you clawed your way up by tooth and nail, someone higher up just moved the goalposts for profit.



Grant’s jaw clenched. He wasn’t just angry. He was
 insulted.
 “What?”



“Lose,” Shrikt said. “On purpose. Odds are stacked on you. I make the real money betting against the hype.”



“You dragged me into this blood circus, made me risk my life, and
 now
 you want me to
 throw the final game?
 ”



Shrikt’s nostrils flared. “The plan was never for you to win. The plan was for me to
 profit.
 That’s how this works.”



Grant’s knuckles cracked.



“Do we have a problem here?” the lizard asked.



“No problem,” Grant said through a clenched jaw.



“Good… see you on the other side, loser.”



 



***



 









Chapter 25
    
 
: Sudden Death




 



The arena lights dimmed for drama, but Grant barely noticed. From inside the sunken fight pit his focus was on the door where his opponent would enter. He experimentally tried to see how limited his movement was; the liquid flesh was still setting where the houseplant had shot him
 .



His side twinged if he twisted more than 20 degrees. Arms heavy, slower than before. The last few fights were supposed to be warm-ups. A show. A way to thin the herd. But the herd had fought back, and the wounds were adding up.



He rolled his shoulders. Everything hurt.



This was a dumb plan,
 he thought.
 A really dumb plan.



Sure, none of the fighters were in his weight class – assuming he had a class – but it didn’t matter. Strength didn’t mean much when your limbs felt like stone and you were bleeding from five places.



He glanced up at the gates across the arena.



And the real threats haven’t even stepped out yet.



The emcee bawled through the PA, somehow even louder than before. “AND NOW... THE BLOOD-FUELED BRAWLER FROM PLANET DIRT VERSUS THE LETHAL LUST OF THE SWAMP... IT’S FLESHMECHANIC VS. LADY VENOMZILLA!”



The crowd went absolutely feral.



Lady Venomzilla exploded into the ring like a stripper shot from a cannon... six-foot-plus of glossy red amphibian muscle wrapped in nothing but a confident smirk and slime. She landed with a squish and struck a pose, her tongue flicking out to slap the side of a camera drone with a
 wet schlick
 .



Grant didn’t have time to say anything snappy before she launched herself across the arena.



He swung his pipe mace.



She wasn’t there.



She’d leapt... high, fast, and sideways, twisting mid-air and rebounding off the wall like a spring-loaded pinup. Before he could react, she’d snatched the mace right out of his hand with a whip of her tongue and hurled it out of bounds.



“AND SHE DISARMS THE HYUMIN FROM DIRT! THE CROWD LOVES THIS!” the emcee bot howled.



Fucking bitch...



She grinned, coiled, and pounced.



Her bare, oil-slicked skin pressed against him as she slammed him to the ground, grinding like it was a dance contest and not a deathmatch. Grant was impressed; put her on the pole at the Lucky Star and she’d have cleared five hundred a night. Every twist of her body left trails of slick body excretions across his chest, arms, neck.



“Not... interested...” Grant growled and shoved her off with a grunt.



He felt hot.



His vision was already starting to... ripple. Colors of the arena getting bright like someone had just dialled up the color saturation on the world. The air pulsed.



“OH NO! SHE’S COATED HIM IN HER VENOMOUS SLIME! LET’S SEE HOW THE FLESHMECHANIC REACTES WHEN HIS NERVES MELT AND HIS BRAINS TURN TO GROATLE CHEESE!”



“Fucking what?” he snarled.



Grant blinked as his vision blurred. The announcer bot had three faces. They were all yelling. He staggered to his feet. The naked red frog lady bounced in place like a gymnast on uppers, tongue flicking, body glistening, thighs flexing.



Grant blinked.



One moment, the frog-woman was glaring at him with murder in her eyes… the next, she was in a glittering red gown, perched on a crescent moon that hovered above the blood-slicked arena floor.



Jazz music drifted in from nowhere. Smoky. Sultry. Wrong.



She started singing in a breathy lounge-singer voice, swaying to the rhythm:



“Remember to hydrate… locate your emergency exits… and always wear your re-entry ankle restraints~”



Behind her, two identical frog dancers in sequined prison jumpsuits high-kicked across the stage, with canes and top hats.



Curtains parted behind them... thick velvet, soaked through and dripping blood like a slow leak in reality.



Grant stumbled back. He was fucked up…



He did the only logical thing. He reached slowly for the shiv on his belt. She saw it. Licked her lips. The moment he drew the blade the frog-woman winked and blew him a kiss. Her tongue unfurled mid-air like a party horn...



Snap!



He caught it. Both hands. Yanked her toward him like he was reeling in a prize tuna. She screeched. Then suddenly he was no longer clutching the squishy tongue, but trying to grip a rainbow as it slid between his fingers. He closed his eyes. The rainbow light refused to go away, but he was able to feel the tongue squishy in his hands again. Fucksakes… he was tripping balls.



“Let’s see you bounce around now…” he growled.



She tried. Leaped off the deck into the air trying to break free. In his hallucinating vision she seemed to be a red rocket, like in an old cartoon, and at the apogee her face became Elton Mask’s and he shouted ‘If we can drive down the cost of exploring space we can do great things!’



But Grant held tight and halfway to the top of her jump the tongue reached maximum length and she slammed back to the ground in a slippery pile.



He had to finish this fast.



He looked for the shiv laying on the deck and when he picked it up it flopped uselessly in his hand like a rubber chicken. Fucking hell…



With a single yank, he spun her midair and twisted, using her own tongue to wrap around her neck. She struggled... slippery and furious... but his grip held. Her slippery arms and legs flailed, trying to escape, but she was weak as a kitten against his grip. Her movements slowed. A few seconds later, she slumped, unconscious.



The arena lights flashed. The crowd
 lost it.



“UNPRECEDENTED! HE JUST FROG-TIED THE FAN FAVORITE! SOMEWHERE OUT THERE, BIOLOGISTS ARE HIGH-FIVING!”



He blinked and looked up at the crowd. Saw every face in the stands was
 his
 .



Hundreds of little Grant-heads, all bobbling in sync... some booing, some cheering, some just cackling like lunatics. They wobbled faster the longer he stared, eyes too big, necks snapping side to side like dashboard toys on a gravel road.



“Get him, Grant!” one shouted.



“You suck, Grant!” another yelled back.



“Break your own legs and die ironic!” another helpfully chimed in.



Then their faces started melting. Slowly at first... wax pooling under their jaws, teeth sliding down their chins, eyes drooping like fried eggs.



Grant groaned.



He didn't bother to do more than wave to the crowd as he staggered out of the ring. Vision covered in bleeding auras. He made it back to the green room, still high, still throbbing, still... somehow... not dead. He stumbled to the craft services table and grabbed a bottle of algae-water. Guzzled it back and dropped into the chair.



He could still hear purple and taste math.



Fifteen minutes to level this shit out…



 



***



 



“AND NOW… FOR THE MAIN EVENT!”



The emcee bot spun in the air like a Beyblade dipped in napalm, holograms flaring behind it as lights cut across the arena. Grant had seen the anti-gravity technology used for tables and such, but never like this, allowing the half-ton robot to fly in the air above the arena.



“THE CHALLENGER... STRAIGHT OUT OF THE PRISON PITS, BORN, BONE-CRUNCHIN’, UNBREAKABLE, UNKILLABLE, UNHINGED MONSTER OF MOMENTUM... THE
 FLESHMECHANIC
 !”



The crowd roared like a thousand angry slot machines. Over the last few hours of fighting he'd gone from boos to the crowd favorite.



“And his opponent,” the bot continued, its voice cranked to max drama, “THE SLICING SAVIOR, THE CANTOR OF CARVING, THE BLADED PROPHET OF PAIN...
 KNNNIIIIIIIIIIFEPOOOOOOOPE
 !”



The doors on the other side of the arena opened and out stalked Knifepope.



The name wasn’t ironic.



He looked like a praying mantis with scarlet exoskeleton... four arms, two organic and ending in curved chitin blades, two cybernetic and ending in Ginsu knives. He seemed to be wearing some kind of robes, and Grant had to assume it was the getup of some variety of space priest. 



Behind him strutted his ring girl: humanoid, leggy, draped in black silk robes that exposed more than they concealed. She was some species of hyumin with blood red skin to match the fighter’s color scheme and She struck a pose beside the pit. Like a nun in bondage gear, commanding the room's attention.



Until Boomi showed up.



The tiny albino sexpot entered the ring like she'd done a launch off a trampoline, leading into a series of backflips and bounces so gravity-defying she bounced off the emcee bot hovering above the arena and shoved him into the seats, triggering the bot’s collision warnings. Her moves were so bubbly, so acrobatic, so unreasonably sexy that the crowd cheered her like she was throwing free money.



The rival ring girl sneered and made a show of twirling her hips. Boomi cartwheeled at her, the last of which was a backflip-dropkick that
 smashed
 the red-silked girl against the barrier wall. Unconscious.



“RING GIRL BRAWL! RING GIRL BRAWL!” the emcee screamed. “SOMEONE GET ME A MERCH CONTRACT AND A TOWEL!”



The crowd went berserk.



Grant, reeling from the two previous fights and half-covered in frog slime, stepped into the pit. Time for the big guns; he’d brought the two-handed sword, like a four-foot meat cleaver.



Knifepope raised all four blades in what might've been a salute… or a genuflection.



The bell chimed.



DING.



The first exchange was fast... too fast. Blades screeched. Sparks flew. Grant swung with his sword but couldn’t keep up. One slash caught his thigh. Another grazed his chest. A third nearly took his ear off.



He backed off, panting, bleeding. The crowd leaned in. The emcee was howling about his durability.



“MOST CONTESTANTS DIE FROM A SINGLE SLICE... AND HE’S ALREADY TAKEN FOUR! THIS IS MADNESS! THIS IS... EXTRAORDINARILY LUCRATIVE!”



Geezus… how was he supposed to lose without getting his head sliced off…



Grant fought defensively until he managed to run out the clock for the first round. At the buzzer, the crowd murmured and the Knifepope paused, faceted insect eyes studying Grant before retreating to his corner where his ring girl was still trying to be brought back to consciousness by a medtech.



Looks like the Knifepope wasn’t used to opponents lasting more than a single round.



Boomi shoved a water bottle into Grant’s hand, practically vibrating with manic cheer. “You’re doing great! Bleeding in all the right places! Just keep hitting things until they stop moving and
 try not to black out again!
 ”



The bell rang. She grinned wide, yanked up her top, and yelled, “
 Win for these!
 ”



“You are in such trouble later…” he glared at her.



“Yes master!” she replied, obviously turned on by his tone.



Round two.



This time, Grant didn’t get fancy. He didn't have the breath for it.



He came in low, sword angled to keep the cyber-arms wide, trying to close the gap and force a clinch. Knifepope responded with inhuman speed... his four arms striking in staggered, mechanical rhythm. Each blade came from a different vector, a different tempo, like trying to fight a drummer with murder in his heart.



Grant parried the first. Blocked the second. Took the third in the shoulder and the fourth left a gash across his ribs. It was like wrestling kitchen appliances with a superiority complex.



He stumbled back, vision swimming. Blood loss was turning up the background noise in his brain. He could hear the crowd roaring... somehow distant, like underwater... but the edges were going fuzzy. He planted his feet. Adjusted grip. Didn't wipe the blood off his hands. No time.



Knifepope advanced. Not arrogant... just clinical. Efficient. The mantis thing didn’t posture, didn’t gloat. Just did its job: kill, and do it well.



Grant’s breath came in ragged bursts. His arms were slower now, sword heavier. He was on the defensive, and for the first time in this whole blood-caked circus, he knew he was outmatched.



Losing the game might not be on purpose at this point… but the only way to lose was let the thing carve him up like a side of beef.



I am going to fucking die out here and Shrikt knew it…



Never trust a lizard… and if Shrikt had fucked him over, now his only choice was to cheat.



Time for Plan B…



He went in hard. More wild. Recklessly using up his energy as the white wall formed inside him. Dialled everything down to a narrow window. He got inside Knifepope’s reach... landed a shoulder bash... wrestled with the thing and heard its chitin crack as he nearly twisted an arm off.



But he paid for it. Blades sank into his side. His arm. Blood sprayed before he broke the clinch and staggered away, retreating against the wall of the ring.



The crowd held its breath.



Knifepope stepped forward, slow and sure.



Grant smiled. A bloody, crooked,
 stupid
 smile.



“Hey asshole... how's it feel to be already dead?”



Knifepope hesitated. Blinked. Wobbled.



Then convulsed.



The giant insect staggered, his limbs jerking out of sync. Green froth spilled from his mandibles and Grant went back in with his sword.



“HE’S POISONED!” the emcee shrieked. “LADY VENOMZILLA’S TOXINS WERE STILL COATING THAT MAGNIFICENT BASTARD’S SKIN! FLESHMECHANIC JUST
 BIOHACKED
  HIS OPPONENT WITH DEATH FROG POISON!”



Grant roared forward, sword swinging, and in a blur of motion hacked off the two organic arms, then the cybernetic ones, one by one.



Knifepope collapsed, twitching.



The crowd detonated.



The noise came not as cheering, but as an avalanche of sound... raw, cracking, endless. People rose from their seats and slammed fists against railings. Horns blared. Alien species with no discernible vocal cords found ways to scream. Holographic fireworks burst from ceiling.



Grant could barely hear any of it. His ears were ringing from blood loss and adrenaline, and all he saw was movement and blurs of color... bodies losing their minds in electric worship of violence, a riot of joy aimed directly at him.



In the back row, a fan waved holographic sign with ‘FLESHMECHANIC 4 PRESIDENT’.



The emcee bot hovered overhead, arms outstretched.



“VICTORY! TOTAL VICTORY! HYUMINITY’S BLOODIEST MIRACLE WARRIOR WINS IT ALL!”



Grant stood in the center of the arena.



Soaked. Cut. Breathing hard.



That's when it occurred to him, he was supposed to have taken a dive.



 



***



 



The arena medical bay was exactly what you’d expect from a space station that monetized bloodsport: clean-ish, fast, and manned by what looked like a slightly overworked space hamster medtech in scrubs. Local employees of OmniHealth.



Grant winced as the little furball stood on a hovering stool and sprayed a thick coat of polymer-sealant onto the worst of the knife wounds. It stung like lemon juice on a sunburn.



“Hold still,” the hamster said in a high-pitched, no-nonsense voice. “You’ve got more holes than the plot of an Azurian tele-drama.”



Grant flopped back on the med slab. “Tell that to the guy missing all four of his arms.”



“We need to replace your fluids,” the hamster doc said and peeled back the sterile seal on a small aquarium. 



Grant didn't know why he had expected a normal IV line. It looked like a bloated mosquito, all pulsating sacs and multifaceted eyes. The doc set it on his arm and little claws latched onto his skin with a meaty
 schlick
 , before the long probiscis found a vein and stabbed him and began pumping in thick purple fluid.



“Is that blood?”



“Universal hyumin donor blend,” the hamster explained. “Artificial. Genetically stabilized. Compatible with all known subspecies and planetary variants.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Hell of a product.”



“Made its inventor rich enough to buy three planets and name them all after different supermodel wives.”



Boomi burst in like a firecracker in a glitter factory.



“Garnt!”



The doctor shoved her back with a squeak. “Stop! He’s still coated in neurotoxins. Do you want a seizure?”



Boomi paused. “Maybe?”



The hamster sprayed Grant with a decontamination hose, covering him in foam like a knocked-over latte. By the time the last layer hissed off, the mosquito bloodbag on his arm had topped up his blood supply and fell lifeless to the floor.



“Shower's that way,” the hamster doc said, tidying up the used trauma kit.



Grant got up and wincing at the dozen cuts and wounds he shuffled to the shower and hit the controls for maximum scrub. UV, sonic and hot water splashed him from all directions inside the stall.



Boomi didn’t even wait until the medtech left the room. She tackled him into the shower stall. Lips. Hands. Legs. She wrapped around him like an overexcited squid in a strip club.



The hamster squeaked, dropped his clipboard, and ran for the airlock.



Boomi kissed Grant deep and hard. “If you didn’t want me to jump you, you shouldn’t have won that fight like an absolute beast.”



“I thought I was dying.”



“You were
 sexy
 dying.”



She straddled him. Still mostly in her ring girl outfit, which at this point was just a legal suggestion. He groaned as she slid against him, already grinding. His bruises didn’t care.



Neither did his dick.



Boomi leaned in, licking his neck.



“I swear, your pheromones after a fight? Intoxicating.”



“I mean, that’s kind of a compliment... “



“No, Grant. I mean
 literally intoxicating.
 You know how some alien species are allergic to peanuts? There are hyumins who would drop dead if they got a whiff of your cum cloud.”



He blinked. “My
 what
 cloud?”



“Your scent. Your sweat. Your, you know…” she gave him a wicked grin. “Spank sauce. Jane’s fine ‘cause she’s gene-coded. I’m fine because I’m from a Class One necroplanet. But a regular civvie hyumin?”



She moaned. “They’d crawl across broken glass for a taste. I don’t know what you ate back on Dirt, but your hormones should legally be a biological weapon.”



Grant opened his mouth but Boomi kissed him silent. Tongue in his mouth. Hungry sounds.



They didn’t stop.



Until a vent cover popped open and Bonda slithered in holding a bundle of shiny bags.



“Hey,” she said. “How’d the final fight go?”



Grant cursed.



Boomi grinned. “Perfectly.”



“Well that’s good!”



“Bonda…” Grant said.



“Hmmm?”



“Little privacy?”



“Oh, I understand…” the slug said wistfully. She slithered out the tight vent way she came in.



“That’s giving me ideas…” Boomi practically purred as she leaned in, trailing a finger down the edge of a patch of artificial skin. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted someone to kill more things in front of me. That was
 so
 hot.”



Grant exhaled through his nose. The coiled tension in him had no words. No patience. She’d spent the entire match teasing him enough to drive a monk insane.



He picked her up like she weighed nothing.



“Oh? Now? Right... ah!” She looked down. “Ah… your cock it quite hard right now… and big… and angry…” she got more excited by the moment.



Grant thrust into her and she had no more air more talking. Just cries of pleasure as he smashed by curvy body between his cock and the wall. Boomi squealed as her back hit the medbay shower stall. Legs around his waist, her giggles turned to gasps, turned to groans. The plastic shower unit groaned too, shuddering under the impact. Every thrust knocking loose bolts and warping the frame until with a deep, plasticky
 crack
 , the entire enclosure buckled, panels popping like soda cans, and the whole unit tipped over with a whine and a clatter, dumping them in a dripping heap onto the soaked medbay floor.



Grant didn’t stop. He barely noticed. Bent the curvy little albino bunny in half so her toes were touching the floor near her head and gave her the pile driving she deserved.



“Oh… fuck… y-yes… like that… d-daddy!” she moaned, eyes rolling back.



Boomi voice was breathless, becoming a growl. Her body shaking and tensing. And before he knew it, she was thrusting back hard against him, her muscled little body forcing him deeper. The look in her eyes went feral as he fucked her to a new, primitive place and for a moment he had a bell of alarm that he’d tapped her primitive hoplite breeding instinct. Her antennae were rigid and bright red, her eyes wild. She scratched. Bit. Tried to climb him and claw him apart. Then she whimpered. Then howled.



Fucksakes…



Grant pulled out and she squealed in frustration, trying to attack him.



Picking her up her flipped her over and threw her down face first over the medical exam table. Her cheek smushed into the table, drool and laughter bubbling from her lips as he pinned her down and pulled her head back by her hair as he entered her.



“I deserved this,” she gasped, barely coherent as he smashed her plump behind. “This is what I get. By Saint Vonk… don’t stop—”



Then she came again. So much the floor was getting slippery, and Grant was having a hard time getting traction. But he wasn’t satisfied yet. The sex-bunny had unlocked something and now they both had to let it play out. She came again and again around his pounding cock. Came until she was brain-addled. Body unable to wring another drop of come out.



“No more…” she gasped. “I… can’t… take it…”



Boomi tried to crawl away, pleasure making her limbs useless. She slapped the table like she was tapping out... then clutched it harder.



Grant didn’t slow. Couldn’t. His blood was on fire and his balls were filled with white hot lava.



She sobbed with joy and fury all at once. “Please daddy… please come…
 I can’t take any more!
 ”



He emptied so hard inside that when he finally recovered his senses he found her passed out. For a moment he was worried he might have done her an injury. Slowly pulling out, Grant moved to the dispensary cabinet and scrolled through the menu until he found sugar and the machine spit out a little phial of liquid sucrose. He had no way to administer it, so he emptied it into his mouth, kissed Boomi and forced it past her lips until she swallowed.



“Oh hmmmmm?” she smiled serenely at him as the drug hit her system and she woke up. “Thank you,” she sighed contentedly. “Sleepytime…”



And then she was back to snoring.



Well, they still had a few hours until the shuttle transfer was scheduled to return to the ship. He could afford to let her sleep. He found a stack of promotional t-shirts with a holographic print on the front for SLAMMA BRAWL KILLSPRINT. Had a vending machine print him some pants and pulled them on.



The medical bay door
 slammed
 open so hard the motors squealed like a nervous pig. Shrikt stormed in, fangs bared, claws twitching, tail thrashing like it was trying to strangle the air.



“You were supposed to
 lose!
 ” he shrieked, voice three octaves above his usual hissing sneer.



Grant sat on the edge of the exam table, and gave him a calm, bloody smile. “And
 you
 were supposed to be smart.”



Shrikt stomped closer, looming. “Do you know how much I bet on your loss? Do you know how much I...”



Grant stood. Slow. Tall. Taller than Shrikt. Body still a patchwork of plastic skin, but eyes stone cold.



“I bled for your little scam circus,” Grant said. “I won every match, ate every hit, and turned a crowd of randos into rabid superfans. You lost your money because you gambled wrong.”



Shrikt hissed.



Grant grinned. “But hey, silver lining. I’m marketable now. Got name recognition. Merch potential. You want a piece of
 that
 action, you better smile, shake hands, and get real polite. Or you’ll be out that money too.” Grant plucked at the shirt he was wearing.



Shrikt’s claws twitched like he was calculating the odds. “Merchandise?”



“Try to think long-term.”



The lizard sneered. “Everybody knows what's waiting for you on Courtroom 17-C. How much merch do you think you'll be selling from a pain box?” Then he spun, snarled, and stormed out without another word.



He didn’t talk to them again for the rest of the return trip.



The wait for the shuttle ride back to the prison ship was tense and quiet. Shrikt sat fuming in a jump seat, arms crossed and eyes narrowed, while Grant reclined like a guy who had  just walked out of a bloodsport arena with a trophy under one arm. The medi-gel itched as it set, and Boomi kept elbowing him to show off souvenir merch she bought with Bonda’s winnings.



Once it was time for the corvette to depart back to the prison ship, the reality of incarceration kicked back in; hot orange light, lizard musk stink, and the prisoner transfer guards barking orders and jabbing stunprods. Grant and Boomi were herded into the main bullpen for processing alongside the latest batch of poor bastards getting offloaded from the spaceport transfer shuttle.



The bullpen was wall-to-wall with fresh faces and recycled jumpsuits. The air buzzed with that specific cocktail of body odor, fear sweat, and corporate-brand disinfectant. Welcome back to the galaxy’s favorite dump truck for sentient life. The corvette’s main intake cell was crowded with fresh meat... new prisoners lined up for processing.



Boomi leaned in and nudged Grant. “Look. That one.”



Grant followed her gaze to a cringing alien that looked like a hunchbacked spider crossed with a sickly noodle. It had four long, spindly arms and two snake-like necks rising from its hunched shoulders, each ending in a narrow head with a single blinking eye. A moppet. It certainly matched Jane’s description... intelligent, skittish, and built like the galaxy’s creepiest coat rack.



The alien was backed into a corner, arms twitching nervously, both heads swiveling independently as she tried to keep eyes on a pack of other inmates closing in around her. The prisoners loomed with that lazy cruelty of people looking for an easy target... smirking, slow-stepping, already confident they wouldn’t be stopped.



Grant didn’t say a word. He just walked over, Boomi skipping along behind him. He stepped into the space like he owned it. The prisoners looked up.



“Take my word for it,” he said slowly. “I will end you. I know you won’t believe me… you’ll fight, I’ll break off one of your arms, then you’ll realise what a horrible mistake you’ve made, but by then it’ll be too late.”



“Fuck you, fish!” one of them replied.



Grant cracked his arm backwards with a single move. Left the alien shrieking and staring at his flopping limb. When Grant and took a single step forward, the rest of them retreated for the far end of the compartment.



The moppet looked at him like he was a goddamn superhero. “Th-thank you.”



“No problem. What you in for?” Grant asked.



“I... I didn’t even do anything!” she stammered. “It was a
 parking fine!
 Just one! I forgot to re-register my docking slip and the next thing I know a tactical squad bursts into my flat and drags me to processing like I blew up a moon!”



Grant winced. Fucking Shrikt... he'd assumed the lizard could just find a moppet already in the system and get it transferred to their ship. Looks like he'd just bribed the local cops to trump up charges on anyone they could find and put them in supermax.



Boomi offered her a food bar. “Sorry to hear that. Welcome to the system.”



The alien wrung its necks together in anxiety. “I’m not even
 dangerous!
 I don’t belong here!”



Grant felt a twinge. Not in his injuries, in his conscience. Well... nothing to be done about it now. In some ways it made his job easier. He just nodded and sat next to the moppet.



“As luck would have it, there's a job opening in my crew for someone like you.”



“For a binary loadlifter technician?”



“Something like that,” Boomi smiled.



“Stick with us,” he said. “You’ll live longer.”



Assuming any of them lived longer… Shrikt looked pissed.



 



***



 



 









Chapter 26
    
 
: Payback




 



Grant knew Alice was already at the meeting by the twin green bodyguards outside the door to the chapel. The two Licker Gang girls were leaning against the wall, heads together watching something on a data pad - some sort of cooking show where the host looked like an eel with arms and legs.



“Ladies,” Grant said, tipping his head.



“Go screw a skunkrat,” one muttered.



Charming as ever. Hard to blame them; he'd put one in the hospital when they met, thinking they were holding Alice hostage.



Inside, the non-denominational chapel was now the holy headquarters of the Saint of Bad Ideas. The pews were gone. The pulpit replaced with a sticky folding table covered in contraband energy drinks and a map of the prison ship drawn in the crushed crumbs of a couple bags of Lunchacrunch snacks; ready to be swept aside and destroyed if the guards ever showed up. Alice was seated cross-legged on a prayer mat, data pad in hand, pale ginger eyebrows furrowed in concentration as she ran another flight simulation.



The datapad chirped in a chipper voice:
 “Warning! Critical failure detected! Your shuttle is now undergoing an unscheduled self-reconfiguration... otherwise known as 'falling apart.' Please remain panicked.”



“Nononono-no!”



A moment later, the screen flashed red and the voice returned with a cheerleader’s tone:
 “Impact achieved! Congratulations, pilot. Estimated simulated fatalities: 100%. Cause of incident: statistically probable pilot error. But hey... your failure is our future data set!”



“Godfuckingdammit you bastard son of a whore!” Alice snapped at the datapad.



“That some sort of new prayer for forgiveness?” Grant asked.



Her head snapped up. Glared. “I’m praying this thing doesn’t goddam crash when I’m flying it for real,” she muttered. “In a week's time I have to be ready in case you or the sex bunny get trigger-happy and melt the face off the shuttle pilot and I have to pilot it myself.”



“Optimistic as always.”



Jane walked into the room. Overhearing the last comment she spoke up. “Actually,” she said, calmly. “Positive thinking creates cognitive bias. Statistically, early failure in simulation environments is a better predictor of adaptive success under real-world duress.” She looked around at the blank stares. “I'm saying crashing now is good. Probability-wise.”



It took a few minutes for Merin to arrive and with the nervous-looking two-headed moppet scuttling behind her like she was on a leash.



“Alright,” Grant said, cracking a can of
 Zorp Unfiltered
 algae-water. “How's it coming with the collar, Jane?”



The lanky azure amazon kicked her feet up on a broken pew. “The tools Bonda picked up on Clavicron are a big help. Our-two-headed friend has had a chance to study the collar?”



Merin nodded. “A little too closely if you ask me. Squeaks is practically in my lap all day.”



The moppet peeked out from behind her, wide-eyed and jittery. “I-I'm sorry,” Squeaks said, both mouths talking over each other. “I just... they stare at me. Like I'm lunch. Or worse. I don't wanna end up recycled. Merin says you guys are safe. So I'm sticking. Super glue sticking.”



Jane ignored her. ”Then I'd say our chances of success are as good as they are going to get before we reach Occipitus-3.”



Grant smiled at the dark-haired space-elf. “We can't afford for anything to happen to the moppet... just keep thinking about the can of kick-ass you'll be able to open on the sleestaks when you get the collar off.”



Merin brightened, giving Grant a shy smile. He could practically hear her panties flood from across the room.



“Yeah yeah,” Alice said. “Something I've been meaning to ask you, Merin... what's our guarantee once you get that collar off that you don't ditch us. Or use whatever space voodoo you've got to wipe our minds?”



Merin smirked. “Aww, Alice. You ever think maybe you’re a little too uptight? All that need to be in control... You might actually like letting someone else take control of you for once.” Her eyes darted towards Grant.



Alice’s green eyes widened. “I... I don’t know what the hell you’re implying, but that’s not...”



Merin laughed, waving her hand. “Relax, Red. Wiping someone’s mind and rewriting their memories? That takes more psychic power than anyone’s ever had. You’d have to be the spoonbender messiah, or something. I’m flattered you think I’m that dangerous.”



Then she turned to Grant and gave him a look with her eyes downcast on the floor, submissive. “And besides… I’d never do anything Grant wouldn’t approve of.”



Grant tried not to look at either woman. He wasn't about to get in the middle of a girl-girl fight, especially not one over him. To be honest he'd had the same doubts about giving Merin her freedom, but had to admit she seemed completely under his spell.



Grant cleared his throat and nodded. “Sugar update?”



“Moving like sin in a seminary,” Merin said. “We’ve got addicts in both cell blocks. Every species. Stuff hits their brains like an orbital freight-hauler made of sprinkles.”



“Any problem with the shipments?” Grant asked the banana-yellow slug.



Bonda wobbled her eyestalks in a way he took to mean 'no'. “Sleestak have no idea I'm moving the product through pipes and vents. Scub and Karn are paying in favors and credits. Men’s block is ours.”



They were rolling.



Then Jane looked around. “Boomi's been dealing with Ursu... where did you send her?”



Grant blinked. “Me? I thought she was with you?”



Jane's face went frozen. ”Haven't you been copulating with her all day?”



“No...”



“I sent her to update you hours ago. Figured she found you and you two were, y’know...”



Something cold slipped into Grant’s gut. Boomi was many things: horny, clingy, reckless... but never late. ”No. Haven’t seen her since lights-on. Has anyone seen her?”



A general shaking of heads around the table.



Shit...



Jane stood up fast. “Given her last assignment, I think it’s fair to say the Ursu gang did something to her.” She was calm when she said it, but Grant saw the tension in her eyes as she thought about her friend being kidnapped by a rival gang.



“Ursu...” Alice said. “Why now?”



“Leverage, probably,” Grant said. ”That fucking hairy bitch... I’ll break every bone in her body,” Grant growled.



“We need to go find her,” Merin said. “Fast.”



Alice stayed cool. “Stop. We can't know anything for sure yet. My girls’ll find her faster than you bunch running around on your own.”



She issued orders quickly, going to the door and snapping a quiet series of instructions to her green bodyguards that sent them off at a run.



Ten agonizing minutes passed. Grant paced like a tiger in a crate.



Finally, the door creaked open. The one-eyed green alien runner stepped in, panting.



“Someone saw her,” she gasped, out of breath.



“Where?” Jane demanded.



“On the lower deck,” she said. “Inmate saw her heading down one of the passageways to the showers and bulkheads closed and sealed off the corridor with Boomi inside. When they opened... she was gone.”



Grant froze. His memory of Shrikt's fight club invitation suddenly crystal clear in his head. If Shrikt had the setup in the men's block, why not this cell block too?



Boomi had been taken.



And someone was going to pay for that.



 



***



 



Grant ran like hell, bare feet slamming against metal decking. Alice and Jane were close behind him, able to keep up, with Merin, and Bonda trailing behind.



“It's not Ursu,” Grant explained as he ran. “Boomi’s been grabbed by Shrikt. Same trick they pulled on me in the men’s block. Bulkheads close, funnel you into a secret area, and next thing you're headlining a sleestak fight night.”



Alice scowled. “Geezus... Why her?”



Jane didn’t even miss a step. “She’s from a class-one necroplanet. She's tough.



“And probably the lizards figured that out when she flattened Knifepope’s ring girl chick last week,” Grant added.



“It is unlikely to have gone unnoticed.”



“I’ve got a feeling it's more than that…. I should’ve thrown that last fight,” Grant said, voice tight. “Shrikt lost a fortune. This is payback.”



They skidded around a corner. Lowest deck. The air smelled like damp and anti-fungal spray. Grant came to a stop and when Merin and Bonda got there he threw an arm out to stop everyone.



“This is far as you go. It'll make sense if I come after Boomi. The guards see all of us ion one place they might start to suspect something's up.”



Jane moved to stand next to him. “Boomi’s my cellmate. I’ve got plausible deniability. I’m going.”



Grant suspected there wasn't much he could do to stop her if she insisted so he let it go. “Fine. The rest of you, back to the chapel. If this goes bad, you keep the plan alive.”



Merin and Alice exchanged glances, then gave reluctant nods. Alice grumbled, “Fine. But if this screws up our timeline, I’m blaming your stupid hero complex.”



Merin squirmed a little but finally nodded, concern on her face. “You've got the best shot at fixing this. Better bring her back.”



They split. Grant and Jane rushing through the corridors. Looking for the wall panel that had to be an entrance to the fight club. Every section of wall looked like every other piece of grimy beige panelling in the cell block. Jane pulled out her datapad and after a few adjustments started using it to wave at the walls.



“What are you doing?”



Her eyes stayed on the screen. “Looking for metal density... the section of the wall with a gap behind it should have less.”



They went down one corridor and then the next. Finally the device pinged. They both closed on the section of corridor. Grant put his shoulder to it and shoved. Nothing.



“Wait,” Jane said and pressed the data pad to the surface. After making some more adjustments she must have remote connected to the door control because the panel hissed open. A narrow maintenance corridor stretched out, dimly lit.



“Is this it?” Jane asked.



“Looks familiar,” Grant said, ducking inside.



They made it about ten meters before they heard noise from ahead: Cheers. Feral grunts. Flesh on flesh.



“Fuck!”



They bolted.



The corridor dumped them into an octagonal chamber: a fight pit sunk into the floor, surrounded by an observation gallery on the pipe-space above. Above, in the gallery, off-duty sleestaks hissed and roared in excitement at the fight in the pit below. It was the same arena Grant had been forced into... the two cellblocks must be connected.



In the center ring was some hairy fuckbeast and dodging around it was a smaller pale figure.



Boomi.



He barely recognized her. She looked like she’d done five rounds with a cement mixer and still came out swinging. One eye swollen shut. Covered in bruises. Blood dripping from her hairline. One of her antennae was bent. Barefoot, she was bounding circles around the hairy alien trying to smash her, bouncing off walls like a pissed-off racquetball.



“It's Gleeyax,” Jane whispered.



Boomi's opponent was familiar... the seven feet of green, furred, ape that was Ursu's second-in-command. As he watched, Boomi launched off the wall, twisted midair, and slammed a kick into the alien’s throat. The female ape reeled, gripping her throat and coughing.



The crowd lost its collective mind. Grant looked up.



You fat bastard...



Up in the gallery, slurping from a sippy cup and wearing a different goddamn marching band uniform strung with medals, was Captain Luxx. Mechanical limbs of the exoskeleton he needed to move around clicking. Pet komodo concubines lounging nearby. And beside him: that oversized sleestak bodyguard with the personality of a dumpster full of scrap iron.



The captain's eyes were fixed on the fight, and the fucker was drooling in excitement.



Jane let out a short, strangled scream.



Grant’s focus snapped back to the pit just in time to see Boomi get clobbered. The ape-alien swung a backhand like she was swatting a bug, and Boomi flew. One second she was midair, the next she was tumbling across the pit floor, rolling limp and coming to a skidding stop in a smear of blood.



She tried to rise, coughing something wet and red. Not good.



Before Grant could even curse, Jane moved.



She vaulted the railing, feet hitting the floor with a
 boom
 that that spoke to a density of bone and muscle he wouldn't have guessed from her slender form. Gleeyax turned, snarling, lifting one massive foot like she planned to crush Boomi’s head like a melon.



Jane just threw her body into a spiraling blur and hit the ape mid-charge. There was a flash of motion – arm, hip, torque – and suddenly seven feet of muscle and bad attitude was airborne. Tossed aside by some space-judo whoop-ass Jane had just opened.



The ape slammed down hard, howling as Jane stepped between it and Boomi.



Grant gawked. He’d always pegged Jane as the smartass science girl with resting smug face. But with Boomi threatened she was hulking out like a goddamn superhero, ready to throw down.



The ape rolled upright on her knuckles, furious. “You stay outta this, clone meat! This ain’t your fight!”



Bad move.



Jane didn’t speak. She just grabbed Gleeyax's arm, twisted, and
 pop
 ... there went the shoulder.



The alien hit the floor again, screaming.



“Do not get up,” Jane said coldly.



The crowd was confused... some laughed, some booed. The rules weren’t clear, but the spectacle was top shelf.



Up in the gallery there was at least one displeased customer. Captain Luxx slapped his snack tray aside and flailed his flabby arms like a toddler denied a toy. His exosuit hissed and beeped as the feeding arms panicked and tried to console him with a wriggling snack that looked like a bejeweled gypsy moth.



The captain spat the squirming food aside into the face of his bodyguard.



“You’ve
 ruined
 it!” Luxx screeched. “Shrikt! What is this amateur-hour trash? You run this ring like a limp cloaca!”



Down on the floor, opposite Grant, Sub-Officer Shrikt materialized, clearly trying to salvage the situation before his two-headed reptile dick became a cautionary tale. Half a dozen sleestak guards came with him, armed with stun guns and riot armor.



Jane turned to face them and made a small noise of protest as Grant stepped in front of her and Boomi.



Shrikt sneered. “I should’ve known you’d show up, Dirt-zombie. Always dragging trouble behind you like a leaky tail sac.”



Grant stepped forward, fists clenched. “Touch either of them again, lizard, and I swear I’ll tear your head off, reach down your scaly throat, and see what kind of lunchroom special you’re keeping in your second stomach.”



Shrikt’s hands twitched over his baton, but his feet didn’t move. Neither did Grant’s. On one hand the sub-officer had the resources of the entire prison on his side and a squad of armed riot troops at his back. On the other hand, Grant was confident he could rip through most of those guards without much trouble and everyone knew it.



Shrikt glanced nervously up at the gallery.



Captain Luxx, still twitching with rage, jabbed a sausage finger toward the pit and bellowed, “Do something, you spineless failure, or I’ll decorate the walls with your hide!”



Shrikt swallowed, then barked, “Open fire! Bring him down!”



The guards, to their credit, were more afraid of Luxx than Grant. The raised their stunners and started spraying the room with red stunbeams.



A few missed but Grant took the rest, staggering under the burning impact that burned his skin with showers of sparks. Each hit aching like the pins-and needles after a limbs falls asleep. But he didn't go down. When the smoke cleared, he was still standing and the riot squad hesitated.



“Why won't it go down?” one asked, dumbfounded.



“You dumb stack of droppings! That's the zombie!” another told him.



“Gonna need to turn those up,” he growled, eyes locked on Shrikt. “Or were you trying to tickle me?”



Grant didn’t take his eyes off the sleestaks, growled over his shoulder hard enough to snap steel. ”Get Boomi and get out.”



Jane hesitated, eyes darting from him to the half-dozen armed guards to the gallery full of gleeful reptilian voyeurs.



“Don't worry about them... I said go.”



Jane cursed under her breath, then bent to scoop up Boomi, who was semi-conscious and bleeding like a leaky pipe. She hauled her onto her back like a fireman’s carry and made for the service tunnel back to the cellblock corridor.



“Stop her!” Luxx screeched from above, mouth ringed with snack slime. “Don’t let her ruin my show!”



A guard turned his gun on her. Grant turned faster.



He moved like a factory robot. Two guards went down before they knew what hit them... one got an elbow to the throat under the helmet, the other a knee to the groin that lifted him off the floor and a strangled scream as his armored cup and pubic bone crumbled. The third managed to fire a stun burst.



The shock of the point-blank shot slammed into his ribs like a ten-pound free weight, but he kept going. Fist, heel, elbow... sleestaks dropped like drunken dominoes. It bought time for Jane to vanish into the shadows with Boomi. That was the only win Grant needed.



The stunned silence from the crowd told him he didn't need to worry about them swarming him in their silver speedos and go mob justice on him. He grinned at their fear; that they'd learned to be afraid of him felt like a warm blanket.



Then Luxx’s tantrum detonated.



“You
 idiots!
 You absolute hatchling-brained wastes of oxygen! SHRIIIIKT!”



Shrikt stepped forward, face twisted into something between shame and hate. “This was your fault, hyumin. I lost a fortune because you couldn’t follow directions. One little fall. One little dive, and none of this would’ve happened!”



He drew a weapon... Grant hadn't seen one like it before. Not a stungun.



Grant smirked. “New toy?”



Shrikt bared his teeth and hissed. “I might not be able to kill you, but you’re gonna watch all your little females star in the league now. I’ve got plans, Grant. Brilliant ones. Picture it: female prisoners versus males. Loser gets mounted. Everyone wins.”



Grant’s eyes narrowed to razors.



“If you shoot me with that thing, fuckface, you better kill me. ‘Cause I swear on every bad decision I’ve ever made, I’ll jam that thing up your cloaca and pull the trigger until it clicks.”



Shrikt fired.



Pain screamed across Grant’s chest as a pale violet beam sliced a shallow furrow into his skin. Smoke and smell like cooking pork chops filled his nose. His own seared flesh.



“
 You IDIOT, what are you doing!
 ” Luxx bellowed, flinging one of his komodo concubines aside. “Do you know how much that sack of skin is worth?”



Too late.



Grant’s hand closed around Shrikt’s neck. The cold rage that took over his body riding him like an ice storm. He watched his hands disarm the sub-officer by snapping his wrist. Immobilize him with a punch to the chest that drove the air from the lizard's lungs. Then take his skull in a headlock.



“You’re done,” Grant said, and twisted.



The wet crack echoed like a dropped watermelon. Neck bone broken, his body hung limply by the muscle. One last gurgle of surprise and then his body was just fresh food for the waste recycler.



The last stunbeam-armed guards started shooting and Grant held up the limp body like a sack of trash to soak the hits than threw the corpse at them, taking both down.



Grant turned to Luxx. Had Shrikt's gun in his hand.



“What are you--” Luxx spluttered.



Grant took aim as best he could with no sights on the gun. Pulled the trigger and fired a shot at Luxx.



The pale beam kept firing so long as he held down the trigger. So even though his aim was off – scorching the pipe behind Luxx – he used it to aim like a laser-sight and swung it down at the captain's face. And in that moment of correcting his aim Luxx’s bodyguard leapt in front like a slab of loyalty. The beam sliced across his neck and chest and the big lizard toppled from the gallery like a felled tree, crashing below.



By then the guards in the gallery went into action. They swarmed down from above and behind, weight driving Grant to the deck as they landed on him. Ten. Maybe more. While the first wave pinned him down the others grabbed dropped stun batons and rayguns. Laid into him like he was Rodney King, firing and clubbing him.



He fought. Kicked and punched. Took a bite out of someone's ankle. But even zombies have a limit.



Electricity crackled through his skull. Metal batons pummeled every inch of muscle and bone. He hit the floor, then kept hitting it as the lizards rained down fury and fear on him until his vision blurred. There was a slam of metal on metal that shook the deck and Grant felt a giant mechanical hand picked him up by the throat. Luxx's big gorilla exosuit robot arm.



The obese lizard leaned in, his jowly pouch waggling, fat face twisted with petty hate. “You’re gonna pay for this, softskin. Oh yes. You’re gonna pay real slow.”



 



***



 



Grant came to with the taste of blood and copper chips in his mouth and the delightful awareness that every part of his body had been used as a percussion instrument. His ribs ached like his body had been played like an accordion by a giant. Something in his shoulder screamed in pain whenever he breathed.



He was flat on his back in a familiar room. Still swimming under the effect of the stunguns, he tried to raise his head and failed. Pinned to the floor by the weight of his own body. 



He managed to turn his head. A wall of hatches. Isocubes. His ringing ears slowly made sense of the noise. Captain Luxx was in the middle of what sounded like a toddler’s volcanic tantrum.



“I SAID LEVEL TWELVE, YOU MOLD-STAINED IMBECILE!” Luxx’s voice cracked like wet fat in a frying pan. His exosuit’s snack-arm tried to stuff a protein orb in his mouth mid-rant. He slapped it away.



Seniors sub-officer Shung, the attendant in charge of the isocubes, shrank back with the spine of a stepped-on twinkie. ”C-captain, sir... level twelve p-punishment may cause s-severe cognitive deterioration. And s-systemic failure. Possibly f-fatal.”



Luxx slapped him so hard Shung’s legs folded. The fat captain loomed over him like a furious pudding, exoskeleton legs slamming the deck like a nervous horse's hooves.



“Don’t you EVER explain something I already KNOW, Shung!” Luxx barked. He started pacing, puffed up like an angry bullfrog. “’What if it kills him?',” Luxx mimicked a whiny voice. ”That's a STUPID question. The stupidest. Nobody dies from level twelve. Not if they’re built like
 that,
 ” he jabbed a flabby finger in Grant’s direction. “And even if they do, who cares? Who cares! It’s prison, not a spa! I mean, he’s not even from a
 real
 planet... he’s from some backwater deathball.”



Shung, showing more bravery than Grant expected, made one more attempt to explain the problem. “But captain... the contract from Chairman La'arl was very specific... alive and unharmed... so he could ensure the skinbag would suffer more... It would mean forfeiting the contract.”



For a half-second Luxx was quiet, his slug-brain finally understanding the problem. he quickly recovered, as if he'd known it all along. “You think I didn’t consider it might kill him? Of course I considered it. I consider everything. That's the
 point!
 This little necroplanet
 zombie
 is too tough to die. That’s the brilliance! He’s gonna survive... longer. And suffer... harder.” 



Shung, climbed from the floor: “Yes, sir. How long should level twelve remain active?”



Luxx’s smile curdled. “Did I say anything about turning it
 off
 ? Just set it to twelve, Shung! How hard is that?”



Grant spat gummed-up blood from his throat. Luxx noticed. His round face lit up like a spoiled kid spotting a broken toy he still wanted to play with.



“Oh look, the meat slab stirs,” he said. “Don’t worry, you won’t even have a bruise when we’re done. But I
 promise
 you’re going to beg me to leave one.”



He leaned close, his breath smelling like liquified crickets and tooth decay.



“I’ll check on your progress in a few days. Try not to go brain-dead too fast. We want
 value
 for our torment.”



He stormed out of the isocube reception, yelling over his shoulder. “I know exactly what I'm doing, Shung. It's
 you
 who should be worried. Now shut up and follow orders before I have to find a replacement who doesn’t wet his cloaca when I raise my voice.”



Shung watched him go and silently motioned to the other sleestak guards. They  didn’t speak. They just grabbed Grant by the arms and dragged him to the cube hatch. He couldn't even move his arms to fight back. The door slammed shut with a hiss and the soft, loving
 clunk
 of doom locking into place.



Darkness. Silence. And the low hum of something waking up with very bad intentions.



 



***



 









Chapter 27
    
 
: Quantum Coaster




 



Grant couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. He was crumpled like a used napkin inside a glorified space coffin, his body still short-circuited from the last round of baton kisses.



“Welcome to your MechaDyne IsolationCube™ experience! You've been selected for Level Twelve Punishment. Duration: indeterminate. Satisfaction not guaranteed. Side effects may include madness, claustrophobic vertigo syndrome, bleeding from orifices, screaming at walls, walls screaming back, loss of will to live, temporary enlightenment followed by explosive diarrhea, and dry mouth. MechaDyne assumes no liability for results that are legally, metaphysically, or karmically your own fault.”



He moaned at the voice of corporate cheer duct-taped over sadism. But he couldn’t even roll over in the confined space with his limbs like jelly.



“Please enjoy your maximum degree punishment.”



Then the hell started.



Shrieking. Not screaming but the 
 shrieking
 sound of a soul being ripped apart in hell. Like a banshee convention in a garbage disposal. A bag of kittens in a wood-chipper. It filled the cube... filled his head... A roaring madness that was somehow accompanied by a backbeat. It was music, of some kind. At the same time, strobes brighter than the sun. A frequency that would make a nation of Japanese kids go into seizures. The light was bright enough to come straight through his eyelids, drilling into his brain like a jackhammer made of lasers.



He was so numb he had to just lay there and take it for what felt like the first hour. Even when he got control of his body and could curl into a ball with his hands and arms over his ears and eyes it barely helped. He lay in misery, his brain unable to focus on anything other than the psyops torture. 



It was possible the cube was measuring his vitals. When he started to adapt to the noise and light the isocube hit him with a blast of cold water. Left him shivering as the air circulation dropped to near-freezing. Then just to change things up it was replaced with dry air so hot it felt like he was in a giant air-fryer. The moisture in the cube turning to a humid steam that made it hard to breathe, Then freezing again. Then back to Sahara-in-a-microwave.



Fucksakes... he was being Guantanamo'd. Space Gitmo’d. At least aliens hadn’t figured out waterboarding yet.



He clenched his jaw and rode it out. Time got blurry. Minutes? Hours? Days? Couldn’t tell. The worst part was that there was no escape... he couldn't even sleep... and with sleep-deprivation added on top his brain felt like it was curdling into cottage cheese. The line between real and not was out on sick leave. He was starting to suspect the aliens had finally found something his Earth-evolved body couldn't withstand.



And then—



Silence.



No more screaming. No more strobe light party in his skull. Just darkness... stillness.



Grant opened his eyes.



And found himself in a black void. Endless. Empty. Quiet.



For a moment he wondered if the torture was over. That they'd either decided to end it or he'd managed to survive the full period in the isocube without cracking. But the darkness wasn't the quiet cramped space of the isocube... it was gone. 



Everything was gone.



He blinked. Stood up. No cube. No ceiling. No floor, really, but he could walk. Like he was in a huge empty space. He was standing, but there was nothing under his feet. Breathing, but there was no air. Seeing but there was no light.



Nothing.



Grant rubbed his face. “Oh great. Now I’m dreaming. Or dead. Or having a full-blown psychotic break.”



Back in highschool there was a guidance counsellor who tried to play armchair psychoanalysis on him. Talked about disassociation a lot. Was that what this was? He'd finally broke his brain? He shrugged and picked a direction. Started walking through nowhere, hoping to find an exit from his own head.



 



***



 



The black hole in his mind didn't seem to have an end. Grant didn’t know how long he’d been walking or even if he was walking. It felt like moving, but the kind where your legs keep pumping and nothing ever changes. A cosmic treadmill. If he could bottle it and sell it back on Earth to rich housewives as an exercise fad he'd make a million dollars.



Then, in the distance, a light.



Not the metaphorical kind. Not the light-at-the-end-of-the-tunnel you see in movies when people die. This was literal. A rectangle glowing white out in the distance. A doorframe, just sitting in the middle of nothing like a sad stage set at a one-man play in the local community theatre.



Grant made a beeline. If this was a hallucination, it at least had the decency to give him a way out.



As he got closer, he saw there was something on the other side of the doorway. Through the doorframe, he saw a snowy hill under a moonlit sky. Laughter echoed faintly. Sled tracks carved through packed snow. And then it hit him... that wasn’t just any hill. That was the toboggan hill outside of Clearwater. The one he’d taken his girlfriend to on her birthday when they were both too broke for anything fancy. They’d smuggled cake and beer under their jackets, spent the night laughing their asses off with friends till they were soaked, freezing, and buzzed.



He was just wondering what it was supposed to mean when another light flickered nearby.



Another door. Another memory. This one was the cracked asphalt lot where he bought his first car... a rust-bitten Camaro with dreams bigger than its engine... and the feeling of tearing down the highway, leaving behind the town that never did anything but grind him down.



Then another door showed up. Grade nine. School trip to that historic site. He’d been the only one to actually find something in the archaeology dig... a chipped arrowhead. That night he had snuck into the girls’ cabin, made out with Sarah Shelby until dawn. He could still remember her cheap perfume.



Another: a Halloween party when he was ten then getting his hands on more candy than he'd ever seen before and going to a haunted house where he threw up on a guy who jumped out in a serial killer mask. The other kids treated him like a god when the monster with a chainsaw ran away from him. Pure childhood glory.



But then the next door caught him.



The amusement park.



He stepped right up to it and stopped. The air even smelled like sunscreen and fried dough. The memory was sharp. Summer vacation. One of the rare times his family had their act together long enough to go anywhere. For a glorious day he'd had fun. Felt happy. 



Before he knew it, he'd stepped through… and the whole world snapped into place like someone flipped a switch. The void vanished and he was in the park. More specifically, this was
 that
 amusement park… the one from that weird summer in his teens when his mom somehow scraped together the cash for a family vacation. They’d hit the park, eaten everything fried, and puked on everything that spun.



The sun was shining. The cotton candy was neon blue. He could feel the wooden slats of the boardwalk under his sneakers. Everything was real. Everything was perfect.



Except it was empty.



No screaming kids. No long lines. The music was piping through busted speakers, the corn-dogs roasting at the food cart, the rollercoaster zooming past in the distance with a dull roar of wheels on the tracks. But nobody else. Just him.



Still... he'd take this over the isocube any day. Grant wandered deeper, past the carousel, the rickety old rollercoaster, the ring toss and water-gun game where you could shoot into a clown's mouth to win a prize.



And then he saw her.



A small figure in a wheelchair, parked just beside the photo booth.



His little sister.



She waved at him with both hands and the biggest smile in the world. Scrawny thing, Mop of curly blonde hair and crooked smile. Grant felt his chest tighten. For a moment the weirdness of it made him hesitate. This had been Aubrey’s favorite trip. She’d been sick. Bedridden. Hooked up to tubes and machines and Grant’s nightmares, but the doctors said the trip would do her some good. A rare chance for her to do something fun.



Grant blinked again. One second he had been alone, standing under a sun-bleached rollercoaster sign for
 WARPZILLA – THE QUANTUM COASTER!!!
 and the next she was there.



As he walked up to her she beamed at him. Her hair in little braids, face lit up with a smile that hit him like a brick to the gut.



“Grant!” she called, waving like it was the best day ever. “Are you just gonna stand there being weird, or are you gonna show me the park?”



“Bree?” He hesitated. “Is that you?”



“Duh, dummy.”



“No offence Bree... but... how are you here?”



She shrugged and smiled.



“Is this... real?”



She rolled her eyes. “Does it matter?”



And suddenly he didn't know why he was asking questions. If his brain was on vacation from the isocube there were way worse ways to spend it. “Honestly? Not even a little.” He shrugged. “Alright, squirt. You want the full Grant Experience? Buckle up.”



“Where to first?”



“You decide!”



The place was all theirs. No line ups. No ticket takers. Everything was free. Grant pushed her chair through every inch of the empty park. They devoured sundaes the size of their heads at the
 Frosty Beast Shack
 . Played skeeball until their wrists hurt. Wasted a hundred imaginary bucks winning a massive rainbow-colored plush bear they named ‘Punchy.’



They rode the merry-go-round, then the bumper cars, then the thing that spun you around like it had octopus arms. Aubrey glowed, demanded more speed, more drops, more danger... so he obliged. They screamed together on the log flume, got soaked, then drip-dried on the Ferris wheel, taking in view of their private kingdom from the top.



By the time they hit the
 Quantum Coaster
 , she was scared but thrilled, her little hand gripping his tight. They plummeted down the neon track together, and she whooped the whole way.



Afterward, they hit the so-called
 International Taste Bazaar
 . They gorged on everything. Pizza with cheese that fought back. Waffles stacked like Jenga. Burgers dripping with bacon. Fried chicken and potato wedges.



Punchy the bear rode proud on the back of her chair, and for a while, Grant forgot everything. No prison, no torture box, no sleestaks.



Just him and his sister. The way it should’ve been.



 



***



 



As night fell at the end of the day Grant and Bree sat on the fake mountain at the center of the park, legs swinging off the side of the center stage where underemployed actors did song and dance routines instead of dinner theatre. Normally this spot was reserved for costumed mascots and birthday announcements. But tonight, the park was theirs. A thousand blinking lights danced across the rides below them, silent and surreal like bioluminescent fish at the bottom of an alien sea.



Around them sat a buffet of stolen desserts: choco-pies, fried candy bars, triple-stack cake pops. Aubrey had a smear of whipped cream on her cheek and a ring of frosting around her mouth. She looked like a sugar-addicted raccoon. It made Grant smile.



She caught him staring and nudged him. “What's with the sad-face, big dork?”



Grant exhaled. “I know this isn’t real.”



“So?”



“So... back on the prison ship, I’m locked in a metal coffin and sleestaks are trying to torture me until I'm insane.”



“That sounds bad, but wouldn't you rather be here? With me?”



He gave a sad chuckle. “Any day of the week... trust me. But...”



“But? Spit it out?” she said around a cake pop.



“When I got locked up we were six days from reaching Occipitus-3. I have no idea how long I've actually been in there... am still actually in there... If I don’t wake up from this and get out soon, I’ll miss the jailbreak from the ship.”



“You're having a jailbreak?” Aubrey’s eyes went wide. “How'd you get in space prison? When?”



So he explained it. Everything from the night with Mia on the side of the road. He leaned back, arms braced behind him. If the version of Bree from his memory was shocked to find out her brother was in an alien prison she didn't seem to show it. “I feel a bit weird explaining all this to a figment of my imagination.”



“Is that what I am?”



“Aren't you?”



She shrugged. “Even if I am, maybe saying it out loud will help.”



He sighed. “I guess. We were gonna wait until the ship docked at the mining colony, then hijack a shuttle. Alice flies it, I punch anyone who disagrees.”



Aubrey made a face. “Yeah, good plan, but it wouldn't have worked anyway.”



Grant blinked. “What?”



“You said you were worth more than the rest of the prisoners combined, right? So… do you think they'll just let you fly away? Captain Psycho Lizard would chase you down in your shuttle with his giant space prison ship. No way he'd let you go that easy.” She stuffed another donut into her mouth.



Grant stared at her. Goddam... She was right. Merin's plan had seemed rock solid at first, but that was only if Luxx thought chasing them would be more trouble than they were worth. Maybe the other girls could escape and get away with it, but if Grant went then Luxx would come after them for sure.



If he ran, they’d fall. Boomi, Jane, Merin, Alice. His freedom was their death sentence.



The pit in his stomach opened wide and swallowed the last flicker of hope. His body trembled, fingers clenched against phantom concrete. It was the first time since arriving in this galactic freak show that Grant felt powerless. Completely, utterly screwed.



The realization hit like a sucker punch to the ribs... cold, breath-stealing, and final. His gut twisted into a knot of dread. Not just for himself, but for them. If he broke out, he wouldn’t just risk recapture... he’d bring the hammer down on everyone who helped him. His one shot at freedom was now a loaded gun aimed at the people he cared about. He’d become the fuse on their time bomb. There was no winning move. He couldn’t save them and save himself. And in that moment, the weight of the cell, the void, the whole goddamn galaxy pressed down on his chest and whispered: You lost.



“Anyway,” she mumbled mid-chew. “Good thing you asked me; your plan would've bombed. You need a Plan B.”



“There is no plan B...” he said numbly.



“Of course there is. But you need to say ‘Aubrey is the best sister ever’ first.”



He stared at her, but she was clearly waiting for him to say it. “Aubrey is the best sister ever.”



“Okay,” she smiled. “So here's your new plan: steal the whole ship.”



“What ship?”



“The prison ship!”



Grant laughed so hard he choked on powdered sugar. “That’s insane.”



“Is it?”



“It's full of murderous lizards!”



“Doesn't sound like they're any match for you though...”



He stared at her. Grasped for the obvious reasons it would never work. “Maybe... but even if I punchfucked my way through all of them--”



Aubrey giggled.



“--it wouldn't matter. We couldn't take command of the ship from Luxx. Jane said the captain controls the ship through a direct neural link. Some kind of micronaut hive in his body. Without his brain-bugs, the ship doesn’t listen.”



Aubrey pointed at him with a churro. “So take the bugs from him.”



“What?”



“Sounds like Jane can fix pretty much any machine. Why not the brain bugs? They're in his blood, just figure out a way to get a sample... A finger, chunk of skin, I dunno. You’re the one who punches people for a living.”



He stared at her. “You know, that might actually work.”



She beamed. Then the sky exploded with color. Fireworks lit up the amusement park, reflections shimmering in her wide eyes. It was pure magic, the kind of moment that made you forget gravity existed.



Grant’s heart seized. The joy, the lights, her smile... it all hit him like a runaway rollercoaster. Because he knew. None of it was real. Not the fireworks, not the cotton candy sunsets, not even the warm weight of his sister’s shoulder brushing his.



“Thanks,” she said quietly. “For sharing all this with me.”



He looked around. The empty rides, the neon glow, the stuffed bear still perched like royalty in her wheelchair. It should’ve made him sad. Instead, he felt peace.



“So,” he asked. “Where do we go next?”



Bree shook her head. “Us? Nowhere. It’s time for you to go back.”



The fireworks ended. One final crack of color echoed across the phantom sky, then silence. The lights winked out... first in the distance, then closer. Rides dimmed like dying stars. Midway bulbs sputtered and died. Neon signs flickered, sputtered, then vanished into shadow.



One by one, the colors drained away, pulled into the endless dark like ink in water. The ice cream stand vanished. The bear slumped over, hollow. His sister’s wheelchair dissolved into mist. Her silhouette lingered a moment longer, smiling at him like a ghost.



And then she was gone.



 



***



 



Grant woke up choking on recycled air, his lungs fighting like two drunks in a gas station parking lot. No shrieking lights. No audio torture. Just pitch-black silence and the smell of plastic. The MechaDyne IsolationCube had finally shut up.



Which meant something worse was about to happen.



The hatch hissed open. Cold light stabbed his eyes like needles dipped in vinegar. Before he could blink, sleestak claws grabbed him and hauled him out like he was a bag of garbage. Grant flopped to the floor, too stiff to stand. His muscles screamed. His skin felt raw and sensitive.



He looked up.



A ring of riot-armored sleestak guards encircled him. In the middle, perched like a pissed-off toad on stilts, stood Captain Luxx, all jowls and glistening scales, elevated by his custom exosuit. The robotic limbs clanked with theatrical menace.



“How did we enjoy our little vacation, zombie?” Luxx purred, voice thick with smug satisfaction. “One week in Level Twelve Isolation. Hope you had time to reflect. And scream. And reflect some more.”



Grant's jaw dropped. A week? It had felt like hours. His brain struggled to absorb everything that had just happened.



The carnival dream. His sister. The plan.



Shit.



“A week?” Grant muttered.



Occipitus-3. They'd missed it.



Unless...



His heart climbed up his throat like a roach in a drainpipe. Did the girls go ahead without him? Was that the backup plan? Or were they—



“What... what did you do to them?” he whispered, letting his body slump like a sack of failure. Broken. Just another meat popsicle.



Luxx cackled, waddling closer on piston-assisted legs. “Your friends? Oh, I locked those naughty little cell-block cupcakes up. Nice and safe. Wouldn’t want them starting trouble while daddy was away. You, however, are going to be paraded around to them very soon. Like a warning sign. A trophy. The galaxy’s toughest hyumin, humbled by Captain Luxx.”



Grant felt a stab of relief. They were still here. Quickly followed by guilt that they hadn't escaped without him. Then his conversation with Aubrey floated up to him.



Plan B. Seize the ship... get a sample of Luxx's micronauts that controlled the ship...



Luxx leaned in, all puffed-up gullet and smug squint. “You see how stupid you were to try to make me look like a failure? Of course I beat you. Everybody said I would. My stupid guards came to me and were all 'Captain Luxx, what do we do with this zombie he's ruining everything. You’re the best, you’re the smartest, the strongest, can you help us?' You thought you could win? Wrong. You, you're just a big dumb zombie with fists. Me? I’ve got brains, and I’ve got this fantastic exosuit – custom made, by the way – that makes me stronger than you.”



The arm of the suit grabbed Grant and lifted him off the ground.



“See?”



Grant struck like a starving raccoon on a drumstick. He lunged, clamped his teeth down hard on Luxx’s flabby throat pouch, and hung on like a pit bull with abandonment issues.



Luxx shrieked.



“GAAAAHHH! HE'S BITING ME! HE'S BITING MEEEEEEE!”



The fat bastard flailed like a drunk toddler on stilts. His exosuit kicked into panic mode, stumbling backward like a newborn foal while Grant held on like his life depended on it. Which, honestly, it did.



Sleestak guards stood frozen, watching their captain spin in circles while a half-naked human clung to his throat like a pit bull.



“GET HIM OFF ME YOU IDIOTS! I’M YOUR CAPTAIN! I'M TOO IMPORTANT TO BE BITTEN!”



Finally, Shung snapped out of it. “Shock him! Shock him now!”



The guards pounced like a clumsy rugby team. Electric batons cracked against Grant’s spine, ribs, shoulder, ass... everywhere but the bite zone. Grant held on until his jaw went numb and the taste of reptilian skin filled his mouth like unwashed swamp sock. He finally let go, dropped to the deck, and twitched like a fried fish.



The world dimmed around him, but he smiled through bloody teeth.



Luxx staggered back on his exosuit legs, blinking in disbelief at the bleeding chunk missing from his slimy throat pouch. His fingers flailed at the gaping bite mark, smearing green blood down his silk uniformed chest.



“YOU BIT ME!” he shrieked.



Grant pushed up to one knee, wobbly but grinning like a madman.



Luxx’s bulbous eyes twitched. He spun with an oily snarl and seized Sub-Officer Shung by the collar of his riot harness. The sleestak’s feet lifted off the floor, eyes bulging in terror.



“You said he'd be broken!” Luxx bellowed, his jowls flapping like a fat lady's ass cheeks. “I gave you
 very
 simple instructions. Six days of Level Twelve punishment!
 Six!
 This pathetic hyumin should be a twitching puddle by now!”



The guards hesitated. No one moved.



Shung kicked helplessly. “I-I did! I swear! Level Twelve ran nonstop! Screaming, flashing, freezing, frying! He just... he just didn’t break, Captain! I think he's got necroplanet resistance!”



Luxx froze. A beat. Then—



“Of course he does! I
 knew
 that! That was part of the experiment. I was testing his resistance! It was a strategic data-collection effort, not some petty revenge thing. You think I care what happens to some smelly little zombie mutant? Please. I wouldn't wipe my ass with this zombie.”



Grant wheezed a laugh. “What's the matter, asshole? I thought you were stronger than me. That why you’re bleeding out from a love bite?”



Luxx whipped back toward him, his tongue flicking in outrage.



“Shut him up! Shut him up forever! I want him erased, incinerated, vacuumed! No... better, throw him in the sun!”



Shung coughed from the floor, still rubbing his throat. “Sir... you need to get to medbay. Now. That bite could’ve transferred necroplanet bacteria, parasites, viral strains. Who knows what kind of biological death cocktail that thing is carrying in his mouth?”



Luxx’s pupils dilated. He blinked. A twitch. A gulp. Then panic.



“WHY WASN’T I TOLD THIS SOONER? I need a booster! I need antibiotics! Antitoxins! A tongue cleanse!”



He spun to his guards. “Throw the zombie freak back into the cellblock! And someone prep the decontamination shower! Level Eight foam scrub! I want six layers of dermal cleanser and a full blood replacement!”



His exosuit legs ran him out of the room at top speed, howling for medical aid, his neck still leaking blood. Behind him, two guards grabbed Grant under the arms.



“Do we throw him out the airlock?” one asked.



“Are you insane?” Shung rasped. “Throw away his prize fortune?”



“But he said...”



“I don't care what he said!” Shung screamed. “Kill that thing and the moment he realizes what he's done he'll blame us. We'll all be next!”



The guards all looked stricken. “Then what?”



“Just throw it back in the genpop. He said that too. Can't blame us for doing what he said...”



Grant grinned. And kept the chunk of Luxx's flesh inside his cheek.



 



***



 









Chapter 28
    
 
: Nature’s Most Misunderstood Art Form




 



Grant hit the deck of the women's genpop corridor with a thud, courtesy of two sleestak guards who clearly didn’t believe in soft landings. He barely managed to catch himself on his forearms before his face met the deck. His body buzzed with pain. Every muscle and nerve screamed in a different dialect of agony. The cellblock doors clanged shut behind him with a heavy finality, and he was alone. Just him and the humming light panels and the smell of ozone, and what might have been reheated alien jockstraps.



He used the wall to claw himself upright. Every inch of movement felt like a barbed wire massage. One foot in front of the other, he dragged his ass down the corridor like a half-dead Roomba. His thoughts were slow, foggy. Only one clear note echoed through the sludge: he was alive. Not well. Not even stable. But upright, and that was good enough for now.



“Well, well, well. Look what the riot squad barfed up.”



The voice belonged to a familiar slab of muscle and stink: Gleeyax, the big green ape-thing who served as Ursu's second. The brute stepped out of a shadowed alcove, cracking her knuckles like bubble wrap. Seven feet tall and smelled like old laundry left in the machine to get moldy, and currently wore a grin that said she was going to enjoyed watching things break.



Grant didn’t have time for this.



“Not now,” he muttered, trying to sidestep her.



The ape shoved him hard into the wall. “No guards. No backup. No chance. I’ve been waiting for you to crawl back, zombie. Time to see how many pieces you come in.”



She grabbed Grant's arm, thick fingers like steel cables tightening around it. The ape began twisting, slow and deliberate, a sick grin spreading across her leathery face.



Grant gritted his teeth. The pain that cut through the fog, sharpening his mind, and the familiar rush of cold energy opened like a switchblade. He found the ape’s hand, and without warning, he bent her fingers backwards with every ounce of strength he had left.



There was a sound like crushing an empty plastic pop bottle. The ape howled and staggered back, clutching her mangled hand, eyes wide. “My hand!”



“My hand now,” Grant said, panting. He squeezed her mangled fingers in his fist, and she dropped to her knees as the bones ground together, nearly collapsing from the pain, eyes wide with shock. “Fuck off before I take it home with me.”



The ape didn’t need convincing. The moment he let go she scuttled off down the hall, whimpering.



Grant continued toward the rec room, more hobble than walk. Staggered to the nearest chair just as the genpop's latest addiction blared across the wall screen…
 Interstellar Housewives of Crater Nine
 , where Fanriatel the azurian's blind date with a tentacle creature from Corpuscule Prime was keeping the crowd hypnotized. Off to the side, a battered Funtopia vending unit flickered with a corrupted hologram of a chipper, mascara-dripping mascot chirping.



“Ladies, don’t let your monthly meteor storm leave you grounded... plug into Funtopia's patented HappyCramps Nanopad™, now with bonus glitter shield and pheromone mist!”



Half the inmates were too distracted to notice Grant’s arrival, the other half just stared. Grant didn't look good but was obviously the source of the green ape's injury. 



Then from across the room: “Grant!”



He spotted Boomi and Alice, and somehow in the race to reach him Alice was faster, more desperate and closer to tears. She sprinted across the room like a missile, and before he could raise a hand, she launched into his arms.



“You idiot!” she sobbed, burying her face in his chest. “I thought you were dead!”



Grant blinked. Then blinked again. And then Alice kissed him. Her hands curled in the fabric of his shirt, lips pressed against his with a kind of fierce tenderness that caught him completely off guard. For one suspended moment, the warmth of her body pressed to his made him forget all about his injuries.



“You’re still here,” he said.



“Where else would I be?” the redhead said softly.



“Uh, guys...” Boomi said, standing nearby with a smile. “Not that I'm not interested in where this goes but this is a bit public to show off your Dirt mating rituals. You necroplanet zombies must need to repopulate the planet awful fast to bang in a hostile crowd like this...”



He wasn't sure which one of them was more surprised by it.



Alice jerked back, mortified. “I... I didn’t mean... I wasn’t... shut up, Boomi!”



She shoved Grant away so fast he staggered and fell on his ass. He groaned, partly from pain, partly from embarrassment.



“Missed you too,” he said with a grin.



Alice stood frozen, face red, hands clenching the air.



Grant pushed himself upright again, Boomi offering to help. “We can unpack this later. Right now, we need to get the crew together. We’re not done yet.”



Boomi smirked. “You sure you don’t need a minute to swap spit some more? I can run interference. Maybe sing a romantic ditty from my homeworld.” She cleared her throat with theatrical drama, then began to sing in a sweet, haunting voice:



“Under twin moons' glow we run, Past the howls, the hunt’s begun. Pretty girl with teeth so bright, Mate her fast before the grendels bite.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “That's your version of romantic?”



“Hey,” Boomi shrugged, grinning. “Worked for my parents. Just barely.”



In a few minutes he stood in front of the gang in the war room... formerly known as the non-denominational chapel... looking at the remains of their map of the prison ship, once the centerpiece of their escape plan. Except for one corner, the whole mess of crumbled snack dust had been swept aside. Left as a pile of crumbs and empty wrappers and water bottles on the floor. Which, Grant thought grimly, kind of summed things up.



“So...” Grant said, breaking the silence. “One question; why the hell are you all still here? You had a chance to get out at the mining colony... that was your window. What the hell happened?”



“After you vanished, we, uh, got put in lockdown... couldn’t get out of our cells,” Alice said quickly, not quite meeting his eyes.



“Oh... because of course none of you could figure out a simple way to fix that...” he said sarcastically.



“I blame Jane,” Merin said. “Her test results on the chances of safely removing my collar weren't high enough...” The elfin features of the girl usually so confident were showing every sign of being evasive.



Boomi shrugged. She had a few fading bruises but didn’t look like the lizard fight club had left any lasting damage. “Once you got taken at the arena, we didn’t know if the plan was blown, so we... stalled. Y’know. Tactically.”



Jane finally spoke up, voice dry and clinical. “They're lying.”



“Jane!” Alice said.



The blue amazon shrugged. “Its verifiable. They didn't try to escape because they are emotionally invested in you. Deeply. Possibly irrationally.”



There was a beat of stunned silence. The other three girls ranged from spluttering denial to shyly studying the ceiling.



“Are you fucking serious?” Grant said. 



Alice sputtered. “I can't... there's no way of...” and finally settled on. “So what if it's true!”



Merin was biting her lip, trying to avoid eye contact but when she finally did,  she caved instantly. “Yes! Okay?”



Grant turned to the bouncy little albino. “Boomi?” he asked in a stern voice.



“Yes daddy?” she straightened to attention immediately.



Grant sighed.



Bonda quivered, eyestalks swinging back and forth between the hyumins and their drama. The moppet blinked, no idea what was happening.



Grant rubbed his face. Warmth rose in his chest, and for a moment, the crushing pressure of failure lifted. Then Jane, always the mood-slayer, continued:



“But our chances of escape are now statistically negligible. We missed our opportunity.”



“I’m not giving up,” Alice snapped, pushing off the wall. “There has to be another way.”



Grant cleared his throat. “Yeah. About that...”



He reached into his shorts and pulled out something damp, wrapped in the corner of a jumpsuit sleeve. He tossed the bloody chunk of sleestak flesh into Jane's hands.



“That,” he said, pointing. “Is Captain Luxx. Or part of him, anyway.”



Jane stared at the tissue. For a moment she was perplexed and then her eyes widened. A smile bloomed. “Brilliant,” she whispered.



“Ugh... why do you have that?” Merin asked.



“Took a bite out of him when he got cocky.”



“Still waiting for the part where this isn't disgusting,” Alice muttered.



“Well... it's got a sample of the captain's micronauts, doesn't it?”



“Control,” Jane said, turning to the others. “With this tissue sample, I can extract his micronauts. If I replicate them... we can spoof a Tier One command authority. The ship will think we're Luxx.”



Boomi suddenly saw the plan “We could escape the ship.”



Grant smiled. “Wrong, we could hijack it.”



There was a moment of stunned silence. Boomi dropped her snack.



“Wait,” said Merin, leaning forward. “You're saying... we steal the whole damn prison ship?”



“Exactly,” Grant said. “Next stop is Courthouse 17-C. Once we dock there, we're screwed. They offload us, sentence me to torture for life, and the rest of you vanish into the prison industrial meat grinder. So we go big. No more small bets, we need to pull a straight flush...”



 



***



 



Grant ducked as flaming mattresses rained down from the upper levels of the honeycomb of capsule cells. The smell of plastics not meant to burn filling the capsule block with a black haze. Fire suppression turrets on the ceiling put them out almost right away in a stream of white foam.



The fact that anyone dared to attack him meant one of three things. First, People became dumb panicky animals during a riot and did stupid shit they absolutely regret any other time. Two, in the complete mayhem they might not be able to tell it was Grant and Alice – the two necroplanets zombies – and were just aiming at anyone they could see. And third – and most importantly – they might be dissatisfied customers gone berserk now that Grant had cut off the flow of refined sugar to the cellblocks three days ago.



Behind him, someone screamed and retreated from a squad of ugly amphibian aliens with improvised clubs, leaving behind one dead.



“Deck 3 is our territory again, don’t you forget it!” the frogmen leader yelled.



That seemed like a peaceful negotiation compared to the bleeding inmate who ran past them a couple corridors later. Tearing past on all fours fast as her furry limbs could carry her while two larger, hairier aliens batsquatches with their bat ears and long fangs chased her down. Instead of
 moosk meatloaf
 bars they were serving hot helpings of settling scores for dinner today.



“You think the guards gonna save you now, you squealin' little bitch?” one roared.



“Run, cheese-eater! I like my rats tenderized!” The other added.



Well… ‘snitches get stitches’ seemed to be a galaxy-wide problem…



“This is not what I meant by 'casual chaos,'“ Alice muttered, covering her mouth as they stepped over a spreading river of recycler runoff from a broken toilet.



“What'd you expect? Group therapy and hair braiding?” Grant grunted, elbowing a frothing buglike alien with an arm dangling from its mandibles as it chewed. The cannibal slammed sideways into a wall, chitin cracked wide open and leaking guts. “It’s a riot, sweetheart. Nature’s most misunderstood art form.”



They passed a gang of hyumin inmates faced off against a single spider alien who was ransacking a Funtopia vending machine like a pack of vultures.



“Welcome to Funtopia™!... Where flavor is mandatory and nutrition is optional!... WARNING: UNAUTHORIZED SNACK INTERFACE DETECTED.”



The machine’s hologram interface of a smiling feline began to flicker red.



“Consuming joy... Consuming joy... Please enjoy our inmate-tested, guard-certified Menu-o’-Meat™... Now with 83% fewer bone fragments!”



A spray of sparks erupted from the machine’s guts as someone ripped a panel off.



“Warning! Tampering voids your parole eligibility... But hey, you do you, hunger hero!”



Around the corner two tattooed azurians were busy dragging an unconscious veridian rival toward the laundry chutes... likely for recycling.



“See? They’re expressing themselves. It’s beautiful.”



“Your sympathy towards humanity is truly touching,” Alice scowled.



“Humanity? Watch your species bias there, astrogirl.”



“You know what I mean!”



“No, I'm not sure I do,” Grant countered seriously. “Take a fucking look, they're fucking aliens!”



“You can still have sympathy. This violence is pointless.”



“Wrong again, the violence is the point.”



Alice paused, eying the vending machine break-in in progress. “Hang on, I’ll grab that thing Jane wanted,” Alice said.



“I can do it,” Grant offered.



“No offence but when it comes to removing an undamaged part of alien technology you’re not the first person I’d call,” she said over her shoulder.



The hyumins took one look at her approaching and bolted, leaving Alice to bend back the vending machine panels and go digging though its insides, disconnecting parts. Grant kept a lookout and Alice spent so long bent over the machine that trouble caught up with them.



Admittedly Grant wasn’t paying as much attention as he should have, but the sight of the tight yellow shorts gripping Alice’s ass as she bent over was something no man could ignore. And while he wasn’t keeping lookout two more birdlike inmates came barreling out of a side door with handmade spears. Screaming like maniacs.



“Where’s the stuff, zombie!”



Grant moved first... batted the spears aside and left them with snapped limbs chirping on the floor. By the time Alice wriggled her way out of the guts of the machine, a chunk of its circuits in hand, it was all over. She eyed the dying bird aliens.



“You're enjoying yourself a little too much.”



“Cry me a river. We need chaos. The more they scramble, the less they’ll notice us breaking the world.”



“Did it ever occur to you these inmates are somebody’s mothers? Or daughters or sisters?”



At that moment a drooling four-armed brute emerged from the smoke and lunged at her with a sharpened spoon. Alice yelped in alarm, instincts kicked in, and she threw a punch. Her fist made contact with a sound like a watermelon hitting pavement. The inmate collapsed, twitching with her skull dished in.



Grant raised an eyebrow. “You were saying about violence?”



She looked guiltily as what she’d done. “Well obviously I didn’t mean
 her
 .”



“Right...”



They rounded the corner into C-Wing where fires glowed under flickering ad panels and a spray of fire-foam doused it to a stinking chemical reek.



“Attention residents: the current fire containment event is fully under control and poses no existential risk to compliant lifeforms. Please remain calm and avoid direct contact with combusting materials. Thank you for your continued loyalty to HelixSafe... where safety is a promise, not a guarantee.”
 The message looped out of a blackened, half-melted wall speaker that was visibly sparking and dripping melted insulation.



“This is a goddam disaster... We should've started the riot after we picked up the moppet,” Alice muttered.



Grant kicked a broken chair out of the way. “Yeah, next time I’ll book a caterer and send formal invitations. It's a riot Alice; kinda hard to control.”



They reached a hallway of cell doors, most already open and the residents out participating in the fun, but two hyumin inmates were pounding on the last closed one with an improvised battering ram.



“Open up, you freaky little piss-worm!” one of the women shouted, slamming the ram again. “We know you're in there, you little two-headed freak!”



“Time to see what sound you make with your extra arms ripped off, moppet trash!” the other yelled, swinging harder. “Gonna twist your necks together like a ribbon!”



Grant cleared his throat and one of them turned to spot him.



“Oh shit... it’s the necroplanet zombie!” the taller one shrieked. “And the Firecrotch who runs Licker Gang!”



The duo dropped their weapons and bolted.



“Firecrotch…” Alice grumbled.



Grant tapped the door they’d been trying to bash down. “Hey moppet, it's Grant. Little buddy. You in there? It’s safe now.”



A muffled sob. “N-no! You’re lying! This is a trick! You’re going to liquify my guts and wear my skin like a jumpsuit!”



“Look,” Grant said gently. “We don’t liquify anyone without a consent form.”



Alice sighed and stepped forward. With a grunt, she grabbed the door seam, twisted, and
 ripped
 the whole panel free like a soda can tab. She peered in with glowing fury.



“You. Quit shivering, twerp. It’s go-time.”



The moppet... spindly, hump-back now low to the ground as it cowered on all six limbs, two snake-like heads retracted, blinked up from the corner of her cell, quivering like jello in a microwave.



“What’s the matter? Don’t you recognize us?” Alice snapped. “We just walked through hell to get you and keep you safe!”



“Apologies… Firecrotch,” the moppet rubbed its necks together miserably. “You all look alike to me, except for your hair I can’t tell you apart.”



Grant leaned in with a tired grin. “Don’t worry, kid. We're the good guys.”



“Debatable,” Alice muttered, hauling the moppet out by two elbows.



“Yeah, well,” Grant said, watching two gangs start fighting in the corridor behind them. “We're the only guys she's got. let's go, time to pay us back for all this top-notch protection we're providing.”



 



***



 



“Time to go to work,” Grant told the two-headed alien, eyeing the scarred metal door of their cell.



Looks like the barricade on the inside had held…



Alice was right behind him, eyes sharp. The moppet clung to Grant's shirt like a kid strapped to a rollercoaster he didn’t sign up for.



Grant skidded in a puddle of something green and suspiciously chunky with bits of a prison uniform outside the door. He didn’t look too closely. He’d learned by now that curiosity in a prison riot only led to trouble.



“We’re back! Don’t shoot! Or zap! Or throw anything flammable!” Grant yelled, banging twice with his elbow.



The sound of barricade being shifted was followed by the door opening a crack. Jane was standing there with something that looked a bit like a small jet engine in her arms, an improvised shoulder strap over her neck.



Grant squinted at it. “Okay, what the hell is that thing?”



“Sonic cannon,” Jane replied, completely unbothered. She nodded toward the goop stain still steaming in the hallway. “Worked pretty effectively.”



“You have a
 sonic cannon
 ? Where the fuck did you get a sonic cannon?”



“Salvaged the harmonic agitator from the hydrotherapy machine,” Jane said, not even blinking.



Alice’s eyes flared. “You broke the hydrotherapy machine?”



Grant grinned, eyebrows up. “Awww. You liked hydrotherapy.”



She blushed. Hard to hide on a redhead.



Boomi gave the cannon a salute. “A noble death for a noble cause. Rest in peace, Bubbles, you made me come buckets every time we met.”



“You brought the squeaker?” Jane leaned around to spot the moppet.



“Yup, just in time too… some over-enthusiastic fans were going to pull her drumsticks off like a turkey dinner.”



Jane opened up, her face smudged with grease, hair wild, wearing nothing but a tank top, boyshorts, and improvised knee pads. Focus switching to the task at hand, she shifted the cannon over to Boomi and grabbed the moppet. 



Merin stood stiffly behind them, collar still blinking green telltales, trying not to pace a groove into the floor. “I was starting to wonder if you got lost,” she said with a smile, but Grant could see the nervousness in the space-elf's eyes.



Jane motioned to the bunk she'd turned into a workbench and gestured for the moppet to approach.



“Strip,” she said simply.



The moppet blinked both sets of eyes.



“Not everything. Just the neck.”



Alice handed over the busted chunk of vending machine they’d snagged from the riot floor. “Here. This work for interface hardware?”



Jane took it without ceremony, plopped it onto her improvised mattress workbench.



“You're welcome,” Alice grumbled. Possibly still sore about the loss of the hydrotherapy machine... or that her wrist would soon be sore from overuse.



Within thirty seconds Jane had cracked the casing on the scavenged part and was rebuilding it into the last piece of a half-built handheld scanner already covered in wires, scorch marks, and something that looked suspiciously like chewing gum.



In less than a minute, Jane had outfitted the moppet with two homemade optical rigs... one per head... and clamped tiny servo-tools into each of her four trembling hands. The poor thing looked like a cross between a dentist and a bug-eyed telescope.



“You’re going to help me disarm the collar,” Jane said. “I’ll guide. You poke.”



“O-oh gods, oh no no no,” the moppet whimpered, eyes flicking in all directions. “I-I don't think I can work under these conditions!”



“You don’t need to think,” she replied coolly. “You just need to do what I say and not be stupid.”



Alice sat beside Merin, who was doing her best to look calm and failing. “You okay?”



“Sure,” Merin said. “Why wouldn't I be? I mean, one mistake and my head will explode. No big deal.”



Jane, still peering into her scanner, muttered, “Actually, with the protective casing of the collar removed the physic lash from the self-destruct  will probably be wide enough for everyone in this room... if it does engage the psychic killburst, it will take all of us with it.”



Grant coughed. “Did you say
 killburst
 ?”



“Mmhm.”



“Just making sure I didn’t hallucinate that.”



They got Merin to lay down on the bunk, eyes closed, trying not to let her fear show. Refusing to take no for an answer, Jane steered the alien towards the waiting patient, leaning over her, voice calm but firm. “Optics aligned? Good. Start with the second filament housing... left head watches, right head tracks voltage. Clamp with upper left hand, rotate with lower right.”



The moppet whimpered, eyes twitching independently as she guided each movement.



“If it feels like it’s resisting, stop. That’s probably a failsafe,” Jane said calmly.



Grant watched, arms crossed, trying not to clench his jaw.



The scanner beeped. Jane hissed through her teeth. “Too close. No, pull that left claw back. Back. Not down. You’ll trip the failsafe...”



“I-I’m trying!” the moppet said.



The moppet's four limbs shook as sweat beaded across her skinny arms. A thin whine came from the collar as a red LED blinked faster.



“Abort?” Grant asked.



“No,” Jane said calmly. “Quiet.”



Jane's eyes flicked between scanner readouts, her voice barely above a whisper. “Now. Twist the micro-capacitor... no, just the top plate... clockwise. Both heads on it. You've got it... steady... now puncture the filament sleeve with the micro-probe.”



The moppet’s hands moved, trembling but precise, each digit following Jane’s command like a puppet on caffeine. Her twin heads locked in on the collar’s faint seams as the servo-tools hissed and clicked.



A soft
 chime
 . Then, a
 pop
 . A high-pitched tone cut out.



The collar fell off, both halves opening with a limp finality like a metal watchband.



There was a collective relaxing of puckered assholes. Then Boomi let out a whoop, tackling the moppet in a triumphant bear hug. “YOU DID IT, SQUEAKS! YOU’RE ONE OF US NOW!”



The moppet sobbed in relief, her shoulders trembling. Merin, now free of the collar, sat up slowly on the bunk, dazed.



“I didn’t die,” she murmured, eyes wide. “I’m not dead. Holy void, I’m free.”



She looked at her hands as if seeing them for the first time... then snapped her fingers. A cup across the room wobbled, floated up, and hung midair like a lazy balloon. The moppet yelped and flailed, caught off-guard as she began to float too.



“Aaah! What are you
 doing?!
 She’s a Mentaut! They're insane! Psychotic occultists terrorists! They burn people’s minds out of their ears... “



All eyes went to Merin seeing how she'd react, but the slender woman just smiled, unfazed by the slur. With exaggerated gentleness, she set the moppet back on the floor. “That’s the propaganda they want you to believe,” she said calmly. “But it’s okay. I'm one of the good ones.”



A sound began to blare throughout the cell block as alarms wailed. The ceiling lights shifted from red to blue.



“What's that?” Grant asked.



“Riot containment protocols,” Jane said calmly.



“Attention valued corrections guests!”
 the PA system announced loudly.
 “We are delighted to inform you that a mandatory behavioral recalibration event is about to commence. This is a routine part of our award-winning Conflict De-escalation Through Force™ program, brought to you by MechaDyne Security Solutions.”



 



***



 









Chapter 29
    
 
: Reading the Riot Act




 



Serene music like wind chimes played from the overhead PA.



“For your safety and continued organ containment, please assume the traditional Respect Submission Position: knees down, face lowered, hands on head... fingers interlaced. Do not make eye contact with the Harmony Facilitators, as this may be interpreted as a challenge.”



“If you are currently experiencing smoke inhalation, blunt-force trauma, or existential despair, please remain calm. Medical assistance will be administered after your attitude is corrected.”



“Thank you for choosing the Galactic Corrections Directorate, where your suffering is our mandate. Have a harmonious day!”



The music came to a gentle end.



“They’re playing our song. We need to get to the main doors,” Merin said.



They hit the corridor like a dream team of hardened criminals. Like his own personal Legion of Doom. Grant led the way with Alice flanking close, bare feet padding on the deck. Behind them, the squad... Jane, Boomi, Merin, Bonda and the moppet... scrambled to keep up through the clusterfuck that used to be women's cellblock. Grant kept glancing back nervously at Jane's sonic cannon. He'd warned her three times about not firing it in the general direction of any of her allies and she'd assured him she wouldn't.



Still...



His concentration snapped forward as some idiot from the Ursu gang jumped down at him from one of the coffin racks that lined the corridor with a sharpened piece of broken bedframe. Grant slipped it, jammed his elbow into the furry alien's throat, then drove a knee into her gut hard enough to rattle dental records.



“That was a warning shot,” Grant muttered. “Next one comes with a hospital bill.”



But the improvised dagger clattered to the floor. The inmate was already dead – neck snapped from the first blow.



Another Ursu heavy went for Alice. Bad call. She ducked a pipe, grabbed her wrist, and used the alien's own momentum to hip-throw her into a metal bulkhead hard enough to leave an imprint, with an economy of motion that made Grant whistle.



“Not bad, Red. Broke every fucking bone in her body.”



“Oh god,” Alice said, covering her mouth as she looked at the inmate slither to the floor like a bag full of Taco Bell meat. She still didn’t know her own strength.



“Don't sweat it. Her or us.” 



Meanwhile, Merin had advanced way out in front of them with a disturbing amount of glee in her eyes.



“Oh look, a lab rat,” she said, raising a finger.



Another inmate was coming, followed by two more hairy howlers from the Ursu gang. As the first inmate sprinted at her, Merin squinted slightly with effort. The alien abruptly was pitched sideways by an invisible force and slammed her face into the wall at full speed. Crunch. Down.



The next two inmates squared up, growling threats. Merin’s eyes shimmered. One screamed and tackled the other like it was the Super Bowl. The other retaliated by biting her in the groin.



“Something's missing,” Merin said, watching the fight. “I'm out of practice.”



With another squint the two brawling inmates went rigid. On starting hopping and spinning in a clumsy dance. The other started wriggling on her belly. It got weird fast.



“Why is he crawling like a lizard?” Alice asked.



“I told her she was one,” Merin said sweetly, twirling a finger. “And the other one thinks she's the lead dancer in the Zerboxian Grand Spiral of Hydrosynchronic Grace. Very exclusive.”



Grant looked over the muscular convict pirouetting in place while her buddy belly-crawled hissing and flicking her tongue.



“Geezus...”



“This is just foreplay,” Merin smirked.



Merin practically skipped ahead of the group, her bare neck on proud display where the control collar used to be. “Come on then!” she shouted at a knot of bruised inmates loitering near the broken entrance to the commissary. “Daddy’s not here to protect you now!”



They bolted like rats from a fire.



Behind her, Grant and the others moved in a tight wedge Grant in the lead and Alice bringing up the rear in case anybody got cute, the moppet clinging to Alice’s side like a baby marsupial. The halls stank of ozone, smoke, and panic. No one stepped in their way. Not anymore. They reached the big rec room off the main entrance to the cellblock module... half-destroyed where inmates had managed to overturn and scatter half of the tables and chairs bolted to the deck, taking the tubular struts for weapons



And there was the heavy mechanical doors that acted as both an airlock and only way in or out of the cellblock. Wide enough to drive a car through, made like a battleship hatch.



“How do we get the doors open?” Alice asked, eyeing the heavy airlock doors.



“I could use the cannon,” Jane suggested.



“As much fun as that might be, there’s no need. Just be patient, you'll see,” Merin grinned.



They weren’t the only crew in the area. From the far side of the room, Gleeyax came crashing through a snack kiosk barricade like an angry demolition crew. Seven feet of green-furred simian muscle, tattoos, and pure grudge. She roared, a club in one hand made from a metal pipe and the one Grant had broken wrapped in a bloodstained jump suit like a boxing glove.



“Firecrotch!” the Ursu underboss yelled. “Licker gang's got a lot to answer to!”



“Shit... again?” Grant sighed.



“Let me,” Alice raised her fists.



Merin stepped ahead. “No, no. Let me.”



Her eyes went glossy. The green ape staggered mid-charge. Then turned and sprinted headfirst into the security door. Again. And again. And again. Dented metal. Cracking skull. A splatter of blood.



Alice winced. “Holy shit.”



Merin exhaled, almost glowing. That’s when the rest of the gang showed up behind the concussed ape. And from the other hallway came the bulk of the Licker gang led by the two-musclebound green-skinned women. The two groups faced off against each other in the wreckage or the rec room.



Right on time the hazard alarms around the door went off, flashing warning holograms.



“This is your final courtesy reminder!
 Harmony Facilitators are breaching in T-minus now. Failure to comply will result in corrective incentivization via blunt kinetic interface. Please prepare your teeth for floor impact and thank you for embracing compliance!
 Compliance is mandatory. Screaming is optional.”



There was a deep mechanical series of thuds as the bulkhead door clamps released.



“Here come the party crashers,” Boomi chirped.



Merin just smiled. “Good. I'm warmed up now. Time for the main act.”



The main doors opened to puke out a swarm of Armored sleestak guards in riot gear, shields up, weapons crackling. A wall of black ceramic and stun batons. As the two prison gangs saw them, their mutual hatred was put aside and they turned on the common enemy. With a roar that shook the deck plates they charged.



Dozens of inmates... furry, slimy, scaled, tattooed, bioluminescent... rushed toward the now-open main doors like someone had announced free sugar and conjugal visits. They pushed and clawed and trampled over each other, shrieking in a dozen dialects, trying to make it to freedom.



The compartment lit up like a storm of red lightning – strobing red beams of stunrays, scattershot flashes from shock batons, the scream of noise suppression speakers drowned out by the physical slamming of bodies together.



The riot squad hit like a hammer.



Sleestaks in full armored gear moved shoulder to shoulder, slow and implacable, like a bulldozer building up speed. Their visors glowed green with targeting data, their breath hissing through rebreathers. They didn’t give warnings. They didn’t negotiate. They advanced with stunlances and riot shields, cracking jawbones and rib cages like firewood.



First in the meat grinder were the Ursu bruisers. They roared and charged, swinging makeshift clubs and ripped-up pipework… but raw muscle couldn’t match formation and tactics. Ursu herself took a stunlance into the stomach and folded like wet cardboard, convulsing until her eyes rolled white. Inmates tried to flank the line and got caught by a rearguard armed with a heavy riot-foam cannon.



The cannon started pumping a solid stream under high pressure. Flipping bodies end over end into the bulkhead with a sound like a dropped watermelons and a wave of expanding pink foam that hardened around them.



Sparks flew as scavenged weapons glanced off reinforced shields. The two musclebound green alien sub-bosses of the Licker Gang got into the fight. One of the Sleestaks dipped low, jabbed a stun-rod into the one-eyed Licker Gang member’s thigh, and dropped her screaming to the floor as her bladder let go.



Boomi winced. “Oof. That one got a stunbeam right up the poop chute! Ouch!”



Jane adjusted her sonic cannon harness and muttered, “They’re using old model 9-T static beamers. Weak batteries. Still, direct shot to the spine would ruin your whole week.”



“What are you waiting for?” Grant asked the space elf. “Do your thing.”



Merin watched impassively. “I need one of their comm units.”



Grant slowly turned his head to her. “You want me to waltz out there and yank a comm off a riot trooper mid-beatdown?”



She nodded. “Yes.”



“Cool. So we’re all caught up on who’s crazy. New plan: ambush a couple of them in the chapel.”



The gangs were falling back. Inch by bloody inch. Dragging wounded. Screaming curses. Slipping in their own comrades’ piss and spit. One prisoner took a blast of crowd-control foam to the face, tripped, and was submerged in it before anyone could pull her out. The sleestaks walked right over her.



Ursu’s sugar runners tried to mount a stand at the mess hall doors, only to get flash-banged into oblivion by a stun grenade. They limped away screaming, leaving half their number behind. The sleestaks didn’t stop. Didn’t speak. Just marched, their batons humming like wasps on overdrive.



By the time they reached the main concourse, the gangs had splintered... retreating into side corridors, hauling the stunned and the broken, screaming threats they no longer believed in.



And behind them, the riot squad advanced, boots crunching anything underfoot. They moved in perfect lockstep, slamming inmates down with industrial precision.



“Back up,” Grant said. “Now!”



They retreated back down the corridor adjoining the rec hall. Sleestak riot troops following. A knot of Poison Gang held the second corridor junction, behind a barricade of a ruined vending machine. They nodded to Alice and waved them past into a side corridor.



Grant peeked around the corner just in time to see the sleestak line explode into flames.



FWUMP



Somebody had made a firebomb. It exploded underfoot with the sleestaks, flames rising up to their knees. Must’ve found some industrial lubricant… oil from the inside of a vending machine compressor maybe.



The Sleestaks didn’t flinch. They just kept moving forward, methodical and cruel, beating back the chaos one convict at a time. Their armored suits protected them from the flames and a moment later streams of foam shot from the ceiling, dousing the fire. Moving like a wall of scaly doom, black armor flickering with reflections of stunrays, the riot squad tore into the barricade. Batons swinging with the kind of indifferent lazy brutality that said they didn't want to file any paperwork for accidentally killing a prisoner.



Every inmate that ran at them got put down fast. A stunblast to the chest, a baton to the kneecap, and boom... nap time on the floor. Grant eyed the circulation vents nervously. No riot gas yet. They didn’t need it. The lizards were painting the floor with unconscious prisoners and hadn’t even broken a sweat. The entire inmate population retreated back, scattering to get away.



The sub-officer in charge of the riot squad hissed some orders and the armored lizards broke into twos and threes and started spreading out.



“Now what?” Alice asked, eying the riot squad mopping up the prisoners between them and the exit.



“They’re fanning out, now’s our chance,” Grant said.



He waved them back. They hustled into the non-denominational religious observation compartment and the girls hid among the vending machines for miracle oils and sanctified incense. The place smelled like incense and cleaning fluid, a vending machine dispensing 
 Blessed Carbosticks™
  had been toppled near the door so Grant ducked behind it with Alice and squinted past the flickering holoshrines of Neutrino Mary and Saint Vonk the star goat to keep an eye on the door.



“Stay down,” Grant said to the others.



Moments later, three Sleestak guards swept in. They didn’t even get three steps. Alice slammed one with a hymnal stand, shattering his helmet. Grant sucker-punched another in the neck, caught his baton mid-fall, and jabbed the third lizard in the armpit with it. The rest of his crew stared. The sleestak had just gone through the entire prison population like a warm knife in butter… but to Alice and Grant they were as dangerous as well-armed toddlers.



They passed out the gear... batons, stunrays, riot shields. Grant tossed the comm unit to Merin.



“Handle with care. Might still have brain juice on it.”



Merin flipped the comms over, popped the cover, and did something with the controls. The screen lit up. 



“We should do this back at the airlock doors,” she said decisively.



Grant led the crew through the aftermath like rats picking through a junkyard after a thunderstorm. The halls reeked of ozone and the chemical off-gassing of hardening riot foam, some of the light panels in the ceiling damaged and flickering. Stunned inmates lay twitching where they'd fallen... eyes glassy, limbs jerking. Merin tiptoed over a groaning Ursu, giggling. Boomi clung to Grant’s arm, wary now. In the distance, the crack-pop of stunrays echoed with the high, terrified yelps of still-fighting prisoners. They moved quick but quiet, hugging corners. Now would be a bad time to get hung up in an all-out brawl. The rec room – and the main doors – weren’t far. If they were lucky, they’d be unguarded.



Back in the rec room, the floor was a mosaic of twitching inmates. The guards had moved on. Distant zaps echoed like budget fireworks down the halls but there didn’t seem to be any fighting nearby. They reached the armored airlock leading into the central spine of the prison ship, still locked up tight.



Merin stood before the doors and activated the comm.



A grizzled sleestak officer popped onto the hologram screen. “This is XO Gornek. Identify yourself!”



“Hey Gornek, thanks for picking up! Now I have a direct visual contact with you!” Merin said cheerfully.



“You are unauthorized. This is a restricted...”



He paused, blinking. His slit pupils went wide and for a long moment his lizard tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. Then his hand started moving on the control panel in front of him. The shipwide PA crackled to life. The same voice repeated through the ship and his face popped up on the public video screens still working.



“Hello fellow meat units, this is Executive Officer Gornek! Today’s lunch special is recycled krill paste with high-calorie joy beans! Also, please remember that the captain is legally married to four vacuum cleaners.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “Is that...”



“Me,” Merin said flatly.



The lizard went on. “All guards are required to report immediately for mandatory neutering... cost for the procedure will come out of your pay. All prisoners are now the property of Zorp Funtopia snacks Corporation. Please obey the nearest vending machine. And one more memo: as of now all farts are to be harvested for methane recycling. Remember: unauthorized fart breathing may be punishable by execution and being fined in the afterlife.”



On all the screens, Gornek reach for one of the sliders on the control panel. A loud
 clunk
 sounded in the rec room, and the giant armored doors in front of Grant hissed and opened wide. Then the XO then drew his own stunray and zapped himself in the face. It took a second blast to knock his lights out.



“That’s how you open a door,” Grant said. “Now let’s get moving before someone notices we’re breathing farts.”



 



***



 



Grant's squad poured out into the main spinal corridor of the ship ready to cut down anyone in sight. 



It was empty.



Opposite them, the men's cellblock doors were wide open.



“Hey Merin, you sick?” Boomi asked.



Grant turned to see the space elf leaning against the wall.



“I might need a sec...” Merin said, words slurred, and she collapsed to the deck.



Grant and Jane gathered over her. The psychic’s nose was bleeding, and her pupils were doing an impression of two expanding black holes.



“Great, our wizard just failed her constitution save,” Alice grumbled. Grant gave her a sharp look. “There's a lot of nerds where I work,” she said apologetically.



“She's fine,” Jane said, cradling Merin's head. “Overused her powers. Just needs electrolytes and recovery time.”



Alice picked Merin up and draped the little space-elf over her shoulder like a limp designer purse. Grant stepped closer to the open doors to the men’s unit. The sound of blood, screams, and joyous chaos echoed out of the men block like a warzone. Something exploded in there. Someone shrieked while others laughed.



“Guess the boys are having fun too,” Grant muttered.



That’s when the naked psycho with a scrap-metal axe came barreling out of the men’s block. He had sporks pierced through his nipples and was dripping in Zorp green drink.



“RAAAAAGH!”



Boomi's reflexes were almost too fast to follow. She did a quickdraw with her confiscated stunray. The red beam hit him center mass. He locked up then crumpled face-first, pissing himself.



“Weapon works,” she said cheerfully, blowing imaginary smoke off the barrel of her confiscated raygun.



“Let's move before anyone else shows up,” Grant waved. “Which way?”



Jane pointed to the left. “Engineering bay is the back of the ship.”



“Stern,” Alice said.



“If you say so.”



They moved fast. Down the spine, toward the stern. Main engineering was the next goal. Heart of the beast. They passed the opening for a half-dozen more airtight module doors on the way, and they finally arrived at the end of the corridor with one last heavy set of doors labelled:



> POWER PLANT



> MAIN ENGINE



> ENVIRONMENT CONTROLS



Boomi swiped a confiscated guard's passkey at the security pad. The doors to engineering slid open with a cheerful sing-song chime. Before they’d even fully opened Grant barged in. The cavernous space opening around them; it was a sleek, high-ceilinged chamber full of catwalks, control banks, and humming core pylons. Sleestak engineers – milling around, drinking algae sludge and arguing over diagnostics – didn’t even notice him at first.



A knot of three of them lounged nearby.



“... I’m telling you,” one of them was saying. “If the captain’s married to four vacuums, that explains the way he...”



WHAM.



Grant hit the first one with a sucker punch to the back of the head, bare-knuckle brawling his way through the other two confused lizards before the others even noticed. Alice grabbed one at a computer terminal and threw him to the ground so hard he didn’t get up.



There was a sound like guitar feedback coming from a stack of amps at a Metallica concert and Grant yelped, covering one ear and turned to see Jane had just blown another sleestak engineer into a bulkhead with a short pulse from her sonic cannon. Reduced his body to sludge at point blank range. Dripping down the wall.



Fucking hell…



Boomi dropped in from an overhead walkway… how she’d got up there so fast Grant had no idea… then landed boots-first on someone’s face, then spun and shot a red stunbeam into another. The engineers didn’t stand a chance.



All except one.



The deck shook with the heavy clank of approaching steps and Grant turned to see a skeletal robot step out of the Power Plant compartment. Eight feet tall. A collection of giant mechanical limbs.



Fuck me...



It was such a shock that it took him a moment to notice a rail-thin sleestak with bugged-out eyes and a wild grin piloting the machine from a cockpit. It wasn't a robot, it was a motorized exoskeleton. Unlike the captain’s suit, this one was practical, like a walking forklift. For a moment he took a half-step back… taken out of his self by the size of the moving hulk.



Geezus… it’s a fucking mecha…



The crazy-eyed sleestak pilot hissed at Grant and the machine started lumbering at him. All pistons and whining servo arms. It gave a manic scream and lumbered towards him.



Grant felt his adrenalin kick in… riding it like a crystal cold high. “Fuck yeah,” he yelled. Now this was some real outers-space shit. Just like the powerboom armor in Space Force Five. 



Now this was a real fight...



He dodged left as one mechanical arm slammed past him into a conduit behind him, bending it in a burst of sparks.



Hah!



The second swipe caught him in the back and flipped his shit end-over-end. He came to his senses flat on his back. Pain in his side said broken ribs.



“Ow,” Grant said. “Okay. Playtime’s over.”



He got up slow. Real slow. Glaring.



The exosuit charged, the sleestak leaning forward, tongue out as it snarled. Grant waited... then ducked under the massive arm and slipped behind the machine. It tried to turn and face him, but it was clumsy and slow. Grant moved with it, staying in the operator’s blind spot.



Unlike the special effects powerbooms in Space Force Five, this thing wasn't a sleek armored chassis, it was an open framework of skeletal limbs, exposed motors and power cables. He spotted a cannister on the lower back that had a bunch of those power cables sprouting from it and looked important.



White-cold adrenalin had control of his body. Like he was piloting his own mecha made out of meat and bone. He grabbed the cannister in both hands, braced his feet against the mecha's leg and yanked. There was a squealing of deformed metal and then the pins that held the box to the frame gave way and he ripped it loose. A shower of sparks shooting out the mecha's ass.



The whole thing died mid-swing.



“No-no-no-no...” the pilot whimpered.



Grant circled the exosuit and tore open the operator door, didn't bothering undoing the restraint harness and yanked the Sleestak out by his collar, snapping a few bones along the way. Smashed his head into a coolant regulator… that's what the label on the machine said. All Grant knew was that it was big and looked solid.



Dropping the lifeless corpse, he turned back to see how the others were doing. 



The room was still. Lizard engineers lay sprawled. Some twitching. Some drooling. All very unconscious. Or very dead.



 



***









Chapter 30
    
 
: Spontaneous Pressure Reduction




 



The engineering bay didn’t exactly look like it had just rolled off the assembly line. Partly that was the mess of the former engineering crew who were now splattered across the floors and bulkheads, but the rest he had to assume was millions of miles of wear and tear. Half-lit, reeking of coolant and fried circuitry, with exposed panels and a tangle of conduits sagging like alien guts. Grimy pinup holos of female sleestaks flickered above consoles... komodo-dragon babes in the sleestak version of a playboy centerfolds posing suggestively, forked tongues extended.



A Zorp vending unit labeled
 Green Slime: The Electrolyte Experience
 had exploded somewhere near the back, leaving the air tinged with the smell of what he now knew was clorvox melon and melted plastic.



Jane was already moving, brisk and surgical. She slid between control stations like she’d been born in a wiring harness, barking clipped summaries as she flicked switches and readout panels.



“Power routing... stable. Engine status... nominal. Weapons grid... partially locked out. Aft secondary control cluster... fried. Figures.”



“Don’t forget to reroute the bullshit filter,” Grant muttered, hauling a limp lizard out from behind a control station by the tail.



Squeaks peeked out from behind a console, necks crossed at the stumps which seemed to be that particular alien's way of covering her ears. Boomi patted the moppet's back absently, her attention fixed on the monitoring station.



“Good job being pathetic,” she said sweetly. “Keep it up.”



“While you’re at it, get me a can of that stuff, would you?” Merin asked weakly from where Alice had left her slumped in a chair against a console, gesturing at the ruined vending machine. 



Jane flicked on the security video feeds. Multiple monitors lit up, each one showing a different flavor of hell. The men’s block was in full riot. Inmates stomping guards, guards tasing inmates, fire alarms flashing like a nightclub.



Worse were the other cellblocks Grant hadn't known existed. Tentacles wrapped around screaming guards in the Aquarium module, drowning them in what looked suspiciously like love slime. Over in the zero-G sector, a gasbag carnivore and a bat-faced inmate were duking it out while sleestaks flailed like drunken acrobats.



Merin clapped softly. “Awww, it’s beautiful. Even the Aquarium joined in. I’m so proud.”



“You’re terrifying,” Alice said.



“Thank you. I thought I might be a little rusty. But this is better than I'd hoped!” Squeaks handed her a Zorp can but the space elf didn’t have the strength to pop the tab; Grant opened the fizzing green goo and handed it back to her.



Suddenly, one of the comm panels lit up.



“... engineering, respond immediately! This is Captain Luxx! Why is the duty officer not answering? Where is the riot gas deployment?! We need it triggered remotely!”



Before anyone could stop her, Boomi slid into the chair nearest the comms and flipped on the audio channel. “Hi there, Captain! Totally on top of that! We'll get that riot gas flowing like your grandma's stink-sack, just give us a sec... “



A pause at the other end of the line.



“Who is this? You’re not cleared for this channel! This is Luxx,
 Captain
 Luxx, most decorated command lizard in the Coccyx Armada. If this is some kind of joke, it’s failing badly. Identify yourself now or I’ll have you atomized. Instantly. Faster than hyperwarp. Believe me.”



“I'm, uh, Chief Engineer... uh... Scalesworth.”



Alice slapped the line closed. “Did anybody ever tell you that you could be a movie star?”



“No,” Boomi said, pleased.



“Yeah, there's a reason.”



The albino girl deflated with disappointment. “Hurtful.”



“Quit picking on Boomi, do something useful,” Jane ordered, not looking up from the console, fingers flying on the controls. “Like clean up the mess you made.”



Grant and Alice started dragging the remains of the engineers toward a supply locker the size of a walk-in closet. One sleestak twitched and got a baton jab for his trouble.



“You know,” Alice grunted, muscling the last one in. “Just because I can bench press a compact car in this gravity doesn’t mean I
 want
 to be the team forklift. I’m literally a rocket scientist.”



“That’s great,” Grant said, slamming the locker shut. “Now you’re
 also
 a meat packer. Congrats.”



She rolled her eyes. “So much for equal opportunities.”



“If it makes you feel better, you're still smarter than Boomi and Bonda.”



“Low bar.”



Grant limped back into main engineering gently prodding a bruise the size of Nebraska for any cracked ribs. Alice stopped him, giving him a once-over like she was checking for warranty voids.



“Didn't you ever learn its a bad idea to get into a fist-fight with a forklift?” But something underneath the tone of her words said she was genuinely worried.



“You should see the other guy,” Grant grunted. “Send flowers.”



She smiled, a rare, genuine thing that changed the whole way he saw her. Warm, pretty features and a mouth he wouldn't mind kissing again in a quiet dark room to see where it went.



Goddam... keep it together Grant... in the middle of a prison riot here.



Grant hesitated, watching her smile... and something just broke loose inside him. Screw it.



He stepped in, grabbed Alice by the waist, and kissed her like he meant it. Not a quick one either. Full lips, both hands, no regrets. She stiffened for a second... shocked, maybe... but then she melted into it, gripping the front of his shirt, lips parting.



When he finally pulled away, her eyes were wide and starry, her cheeks pink. She looked like she'd just forgotten what room they were in.



“Wh... what was that for?” she asked, breathless, trying to play it cool and failing adorably.



Grant shrugged. “If I die today, I don’t want to go without doing that.”



Before Alice could reply, Jane grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the central console like he was late for a hot date with a tractor.



“Lick it,” she said.



Grant blinked. “Excuse me?”



Jane pointed to the glowing biometric control panel. “The console. Lick it.”



“I usually take my dates to dinner first; this feels a little fast.”



“You’ve got the captain’s micronauts in your bloodstream,” Jane said impatiently. “They use adaptive nanite bindings keyed to his genome, which I – being the genius I am – keyed to your DNA. Your saliva will contain enough trace DNA on the reader, it will accept you as a valid override authority.”



Once she had the sample of Luxx’s neck pouch, Jane had wasted no time. While the rest of them argued about how, exactly, they were going to hijack the prison, she’d taken the bite-sized chunk of Luxx’s neck and got to work. She isolated a sample of active micronauts nestled in the fatty tissues, still clinging to their captain’s genetic command markers like loyal dogs.



She incubated them in the only thermoregulated chamber she had access to: a self-heating Nutripak meal tray set to “lava curry”. Then she fed the nanites a slurry concocted from electrolyte gel, amino acid powder, carbon paste scraped off a battery cap, and a dissolved calcium-magnesium tab from a GuardMax™ supplement tube. Micronauts, Jane explained dryly, needed the same stuff every other biochemical nightmare needed: energy, trace metals, and a nice stable protein scaffold.



After a few hours, the tray had bubbled with replication. She’d harvested the sludge into a rinsed-out Zorp pop can – “The Thirst That Screams!” – and flash-filtered it using a pair of prison panties. The resulting fluid was shot straight into Grant’s bloodstream using a hypoinjector taken off some sugar addicts they used to mainline black-market dextrose.



The whole thing was illegal, unsanitary, and had given Grant strong meth-lab vibes. And now was the moment of truth to see if it had worked.



“So I’m a walking admin password?”



“A very dumb, overmuscled one. Now lick.”



Grant looked at Alice for backup. She just raised an eyebrow.



Giving the screen a quick scrub with a corner of his shirt first, Grant leaned in, stuck out his tongue, and licked the glowing interface. It buzzed angrily.



“ERROR. USER REJECTED. PLEASE REFRAIN FROM LICKING AUTHORIZED HARDWARE.”



“That’s... not encouraging,” Grant muttered.



“Try again. More tongue,” Jane said, already typing in something behind him.



Grant sighed and licked again.



“ACCESS DENIED. UNSANITARY INPUT DETECTED.”



“This is a prank?” Grant scowled at the tall blue amazon.



Jane angrily reset the system. “The only joke is that you contaminated the sample sticking your tongue in someone's mouth,” she glared at Alice and the redhead temper rose up in the other woman.



“Hey!”



“Maybe if I put my tongue in Grant's mouth it will cancel red's DNA out?” Boomi said hopefully.



“No!” Alice and Jane said at the same time.



Grant grimaced and bit the inside of his lip before spitting directly onto the scanner screen.



“OVERRIDE ACCEPTED. WELCOME, ACTING CAPTAIN GARNT.”
 The screen blinked and changed to full access mode.



“Told you,” Jane said, not looking up. Her fingers danced across it like a pianist wired on espresso. “I’ve got engineering control. Power, atmos, nav relays. The whole spine.”



“Can you lock down the anti-hijacking system?” Merin asked, forcing herself to her feet. “The captain will have someone breaking into the XO prison command module any time now.”



Jane nodded, already flipping through security subsystems. “Working through them one by one. Starting with purge protocol.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “What's purge protocol?”



Merin didn’t miss a beat. “It vents individual sections of the ship into the cold, hard vacuum of space. Very effective at discouraging mutiny.”



“Or a prison riot.”



“This is all fascinating, but we should keep moving,” Alice said, pacing back and forth, eying the door to main engineering like she wished she could already be on the other side of it. “The longer we delay the more time the lizards have to react.”



Grant had to agree. “Yeah... Merin you good to walk?”



The space elf tossed aside the empty can of Zorp electrolyte drink Bonda had retrieved. “If the alternative is getting locked up again, I can.”



“Then let's get going. We stop at the cargo bay for more firepower and rush the bridge.”



The moppet whimpered from behind the console, barely poking her head out. “I... I don’t want to fight... can I stay here? I’m really good with data ports and uplink protocols and... and... “



“You’ll stay,” Jane said. “I could use some help to babysit the core loop.”



Boomi puffed out her chest. “I’ll stay too! Not 'cause I’m scared... 'cause I don’t trust anyone else to keep you safe. You’re my favorite nerd and if anything happens to you, I’ll--”



“No,” Jane said flatly.



Boomi pouted. “But... “



“Go. So long as I've got this,” she patted the bulky sonic cannon resting on the control console. “I'll be fine. And Grant needs your help. He's really not that smart.”



“Geez, standing right here,” Grant grumbled.



“If we need somebody smart,” Merin said, climbing to her feet. “That rules out Boomi.”



Boomi saluted. “Aye aye, Captain Firecrotch.”



“How did I know that nickname would stick,” Alice glared, mumbling under her breath.



Jane was already pulling up ship schematics and rerouting bridge access overrides.



Grant cracked his knuckles. “Alright. Let’s go take the wheel.”



 



***



 



The lights in the spine corridor buzzed like a dying fly strip as Grant and his squad hustled away from engineering; looked like Jane was experimenting with the system controls. he wasn't entirely comfortable leaving the clone and the moppet buried in wires and increasingly disturbing mutterings about root command access, but his strike team was badly outnumbered as it was and leaving someone behind to guard them would severely hurt their already slim chances of success. Right now, their fighting capacity was two necroplanet monsters, a space-elf who could control people's minds and float pencils, a neutered slug and Boomi with her tight pants.



If this were Vegas, our odds wouldn't be great...



When in doubt... add more guns. That's how Cortez beat the Aztecs, how they stopped Bonnie and Clyde, and turned an armored infantry carrier into the Bradley.



“Let’s upgrade,” Grant muttered, already feeling the itch in his trigger finger.



They reached the cargo bay... big metal doors flanked by cargo handling arms stamped with the logo of Kratt-Lugg™ Interstellar Solutions. A nearby speaker crackled to life with a cheerful prerecorded announcement:
 “Reminder! Kratt-Lugg™ has maintained a 100% safety record for three fiscal quarters! Forklift-related incidents remain pending before the Interstellar Court of Appeals and therefore do not affect our metrics. Kratt-Lugg: Lifting Tomorrow’s Freight with Yesterday’s Ethics!”



Alice waved her hand at the security scanner to open the door.



Corporate warnings flashed radioactive yellow.
 “AUTHORIZED ACCESS ONLY. VIOLATORS WILL BE FINED, OR ENLISTED IN OUR Q3 BRAND LOYALTY TESTING PROGRAM. TERMS AND CONDITIONS DEFINITELY APPLY.”



Boomi produced a guard's ID badge and showed it to the panel. “Authorized enough?”



The doors groaned open and there they were: half a dozen sleestak techs on lunch break in orange hazard suits, surrounded by crates, tool carts, and what appeared to be a mobile ramen bar.



Boomi ducked behind the doorframe and started unloading with the stunray. 



Zzzap.
 Zzzap.



Two lizards dropped like dirty socks. A third tripped and went down from sheer panic. Grant and Alice took care of the rest. The last one crawling away got body-slammed by Bonda and the slug slowly smothered him under her mucousy body.



Alice shouldered the coil wrench she'd picked up to bash in the lizard's craniums.



“You fellas feel free to file a workers comp claim,” Grant said, stepping over a groaning sleestak.



They were back in the observation and control bay above the floor of the cargo module, a cavernous structure like an empty warehouse. Boomi found a control that turned on the floodlights and there they were. Grant’s old rustbucket trailer and pickup truck, with
 “DON’T LAUGH, IT’S PAID FOR”
  bumper sticker. Dwarfed by the long shape of Alice’s Space Y rocket; sleek and silver, its hull so shiny it screamed:
 funded by government contracts and questionable IPOs.



As they descended out the control bay and down the steps into the cargo area, Merin let out a chuckle at the rocket. “Solid fuel rockets? Seriously? You flew here in that primitive thing? You’re braver than I thought.”



“Oh yeah? Where's your spaceship?” Alice asked. “Oh that's right you don't even have one, so maybe don't complain.”



“Just get your shit,” Grant said, already heading for his camper.



Grant popped the camper door, and the familiar smells and sights immediately made him wish he'd never stopped on that roadside and was back home right now. Boomi and Merin followed him inside.



Boomi’s eyes went wide like a kid in a candy store staffed by strippers. “What
 is
 all this? Is this... art?” she asked, holding up a scratched gas station coffee mug like it belonged in a museum. She spotted a crusty old porno mag on the floor, flipped it open, and gasped with reverent awe. “They print boobs on paper? Garnt, your world is amazing.”



Merin tried to look bored, arms crossed and nose in the air. “Primitive nonsense.” But as she turned, her eyes drifted toward the pile of dirty laundry in the corner. When she thought Grant wasn’t looking, she picked up a worn t-shirt, gave it a cautious sniff... then practically shuddered in sexual pleasure, her knees wobbling before she quickly stuffed it back in the pile and cleared her throat. “Disgusting,” she muttered. “Uncivilized.”



Grant pretended not to notice. But he was pretty sure she’d just tucked one of his socks inside her shirt.



He dove under his bed, tossing things aside: boots, stale jerky, roll of duct tape. Then his hand closed on the stock of the Mossberg. Pump-action shotgun... the 12 gauge buck would hit like a crowbar and kicked like a meth mule. Beside it was a beat-up old Ruger rifle; the humble .22 rimfire, the squirrel whisperer.



“Which one is mine?” Boomi bounced over.



He handed her the 22. 



“What is this hand cannon?” she asked in awe. 



Grant blinked. “That’s a .22.”



“It’s like the wrist-mounted riot cannon Attorney Dreadnaught uses in those bootleg holovids!” she squealed, cradling the .22 like it was the nuclear heart of justice itself.



“Who?”



“You know, that rogue kill-bot who watched his family gunned down and went vigilante! This is just like that!”



Grant blinked. “That’s a .22, Boomi. It’s a squirrel gun.”



Boomi stroked the barrel with reverence. “Then squirrels must’ve been hardcore back on Dirt.”



He gave her the rundown: safety on, muzzle down, trigger discipline, don’t shoot friends unless they
 really
 need the drama. Handed her a half-empty box of ammo and showed her how to reload.



“Boomi understands,” she nodded. “Pointy bit forward, explodey bit in the butt. Got it.”



Grant turned to his gear.



At least if I die it won't be wearing yellow underwear...



He tossed the uniform aside and pulled on a pair of jeans and his old work boots. tried to ignore the way the delicate space-elf was almost drooling as he undressed. He grabbed his worn tool belt and secured it around his waist filling it with things he might need: spare ammo, duct tape, rusted multitool, carpenter’s hammer...



Returning to the kitchenette where Boomi was tearing the 'Miss April' centerfold out and stuffing the picture in her bra, he paused at the cupboard and pulled out a warm beer. Fuck it. He cracked it open and chugged down half the can. It was lukewarm, but right then, it was the best damn thing he'd ever had in his life.



Alice banged on the camper door and stepped in. Eyes darting around the room, lip curling as she took it all in. She was wearing her Space Y flight suit now... gray and red, slick as oil, skin-tight in all the right places and about one bad zipper away from scandal. The suit clung to her curves like a jealous ex and left very little to the imagination. Grant turned, half-choking on his beer.



“Really? Now?” she snapped, seeing the can in his hand.



Grant wiped his mouth. “If I'm going out today, I'm doing it my way. Want a sip?”



Alice rolled her eyes, but on second thought took the can and polished it off in two gulps. “Fine. But when we survive this thing, you're buying the next round.”



“What the hell is that?” he asked, eyeing the nightmare gun she had holstered with a heavy ammo belt over one shoulder.



She held it up proudly. “Survival gun. Space Y standard issue. Three barrels. Side-by-side 410 shotgun on top, 557 rifle round below. Also comes with flare rounds and tear gas.”



“Is that a shovel?” he looked at the implement sheathed on the belt.



“Machete,” he said with a smile. “It's a knock-off of the TP-82, old Soviet-era survival gun they put in the Soyuz modules. Elton Mask liked it. Said it gave ‘Gagarin camping vibes.’ They issued one in every crew cockpit.”



“Of course he did.”



Grant looked around. His crew: under-equipped, underqualified, and frankly insane. But armed.



“One more stop,” he said.



He walked over to the glove box of the truck and popped it open with a creak. Nestled among wrappers and expired registration tags was his .357 Magnum revolver. It still had a faint smear of Sleestak blood on the cylinder... one of the first souvenirs from the night he’d shot the lizards who tried to probe him. He thumbed back the hammer, felt the weight in his palm.



“Come to daddy,” he muttered to the revolver, and slid it into his belt.



“How would you like me? Bent over?” Boomi shouted, dropping her shorts.



 



***



 



Grant was wondering if the rest of the ship was abandoned as they charged up the main artery of the central spine. Then they reached a closed bulkhead door blocking the path.



“This wasn't here before,” Alice complained.



“Captain may not have control of the main systems but looks like he can access the emergency bulkheads,” Merin said



“For all we know it closed automatically when it detected the fires,” Alice scowled at it. “Call Jane on comms. Get her to open it.”



“Bad idea,” Merin said. She tried the door control, and it gave an annoyed buzz but refused to open. “Luxx can still monitor anything we say on comms.”



“Do we go back?” Boomi suggested.



“Take too long,” Grant said.



“The internal modules all cluster along the spine,” Merin said, looking around. “But the modules should all be connected internally to each other. We take the nearest module entrance and go around any closed bulkheads.”



They backtracked to the nearest module door on the spine and Boomi showed it the guard badge. It opened up. Grant glanced in. No sleestak.



“Stay close, move fast.”



Grant crossed the threshold, started to pick up speed and made sure the others were following. They sprinted through the compartment, scanning for a secondary hatch. Then, echoing from somewhere in the deck above them, hiss of lizard screams, emergency klaxons, and the distant pop of stunray fire.



“Probably up a deck,” Merin suggested.



“Great.”



They found a stairwell with a sleestak stabbed multiple times and bled out in a pool of green. Three male inmates were around him and the footprints of a dozen mor in the blood. Climbing the stairs they exited into an empty corridor.



“This seems familiar,” Alice said.



“It should be,” Grant growled. “We've been here before: this is the intake processing.”



This was it. The corridor where the nightmare started. Delousing him like a wild animal, invasive bioscan, the ear-tag assembly line, where some twitchy lizard jammed a chip into his head like he was a prize steer.



“This connects to the sleestak crew quarters,” Grant said as they rushed through room after room... decontamination stalls, ID print kiosks, uniform vending units... trying every sealed doorway, hoping for a passage to the next module before another bulkhead could slam shut behind them.



“You sure?”



“Aught to be; when me and Alice tried to bust out the first time we found the lizards in their undies and having orgies under heat lamps.”



Then the next door they opened was the hallway with the uniform vending machine. And standing guard were a pair of fully armored sleestaks with ray guns. They opened fire without a word.



Grant took a pair of red stunrays and swore at the sting of the sparks.



The two sleestak guards were crouched behind a console. The moment they saw the stun beams bounce off him, they went red-orange in color – the lizard equivalent of going so pale they’re about to shit themselves.



“That's him!” one hissed. “The necroplanet zombie!”



Grant’s eyes narrowed. “Bingo.”



“Shoot! Keep shooting!”



Grant advanced on them and clicked back the hammer on the 357. They frantically unloaded stunrays. Red bolts crackled against his chest and shoulders.



He levelled the .357…



The first shot hit the lead sleestak in the chest like a sledgehammer. The slug punched through his armor, shredded through scales and ceramic plating, and blew a crater in the lizard’s ribcage. Bone shrapnel and a high-pressure mist of suit coolant and gore sprayed the wall behind him.



The second guard barely turned before the next round drilled through his gut, smashing through armor, intestines, and spine with a sickening
 thump
 . The exit wound was wide enough to shove a coffee can through.



And the hole it made in the wall behind the lizard was the size of a quarter.



The bullet had blown through the lizard and both layers of armor without slowing and clean through the bulkhead behind him.



The gunshots were followed by a louder
 BANG
 and shriek of wind.



'ALERT. HULL BREACH DETECTED. DEPRESSURIZATION IMMINENT.'



'ULTRA-GUARD ALERT: CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE BREACHED THE INNER HULL. THIS COMPARTMENT IS NOW SCHEDULED FOR A SPONTANEOUS PRESSURE REDUCTION EXPERIENCE. PLEASE ENJOY THE CRISP VOID AIR WHILE SUPPLIES LAST. REMINDER: THIS ACTION HAS VOIDED YOUR WARRANTY, TERMINATED YOUR SAFETY INSURANCE, AND FLAGGED YOU FOR RETAIL LOSS PREVENTION.'



“Shit!” Grant shouted as warning lights exploded to life. The room hissed. Pressure dropped so fast his ears popped. Alarms screamed like a teenage girl at a pop concert.



The blast door at the end of the hall started to flash a ten second warning before it closed.



Alice had the fastest reflexes. or maybe the most training for a cabin-pressure accident. “Move!” she barked, grabbing Boomi by the collar and sprinting for the blast door.



They barely made it into the next chamber before the emergency bulkhead slammed shut behind them with a KA-CHUNK. Bonda slid under the last six inches of gap like Indiana Jones, a pair of sleestak rayguns clutched to her slimy body. As they sat there, catching their breath, Merin spun on Grant, eyes blazing.



“What the hell is that thing?”



Grant held up the revolver. “.357 Magnum.”



The elf tried to snatch it from his grip, and he yanked it out of her reach.



“Whoa! Watch the grabby-hands!”



She stared at it in disgust. “That isn’t a handgun. That's a
 ship-to-ship anti-materiel weapon
 ! You just breached the inner hull. We’re lucky we didn’t all get sucked into vacuum!”



Grant shrugged. “They started it.”



Alice snapped open the break-action of her weird triple-barreled pistol and extracted the rifle round from the bottom barrel. She sighed. “I was afraid of this. From now on? Shotgun rounds only.”



She looked at Grant. “The hull on these ships is like the skin on an old airliner... pressurized, reinforced, and
 not
 meant to be fucked by high-velocity lead.”



Grant raised an eyebrow. “So what am I supposed to use? Harsh language?”



Alice grinned and snapped the weapon shut. “Buckshot doesn’t breach hull plating. Just lizard faces.”



“Why didn't you say so?” he joined her smile and Boomi and Merin exchanged an uncomfortable look at the carnivore grin the two necroworlders from planet Dirt were sharing.



Boomi reluctantly handed over her gun, antennae drooping.



“Oh, no... those tiny 22 rimfire bullets should be fine,” Alice said. “Keep it.”



Boomi hugged her rifle proudly. “I’ll always treasure it!”



Grant patted her snow-white head. “You’re doing great, kid.”



Alice looked around. “Where are we?”



As she asked the wall lit up with a flickering, too-friendly face. Three times larger than life was the face of Mia on the screen, looking at Grant with that same stern but sympathetic gaze she'd given him their last night together when he told her he got fired from his job.



It was the AI lawyer simulant.



“Hello, Inmate Garnt. You've been quite busy since we last spoke.”



“Oh, hey,” Grant didn't know if you had to be polite to an AI... or a lawyer for that matter. “What's new?”



“According to activity documented in the ship's log? Plenty! Based on recent activities, your legal record now includes assault, manslaughter, destruction of Atmosure™ LifeSafety Systems property, unlicensed use of munitions, Class-3 depressurization negligence, and unauthorized breeding in a controlled environment.”



Boomi proudly held onto Grant's arm. “Not being authorized makes it hotter!” she said sweetly.



Grant flipped the bird at the screen. “File that under ‘go screw yourself’.”



The AI’s expression didn’t change. “Additional charges filed: attempted seduction of a virtual legal entity and bribery of a court-appointed representative via unsolicited sexual favors.”



“What?” Grant said.



“Unrecorded sexual tension is not a defense under Atmosure™... jurisdictional guidelines.” 



“Does that mean you're going to try and stop me?”



The AI smiled serenely. A perfect simulation of Mia's bedroom look... down to her tired eyes and amused smirk. “Your legal counsel, as appointed by the Galactic Corrections Network, agrees that while this does not constitute a formal defense, hijacking the ship is the most prudent course of action available.”



He waved the others out the exit into the corridor on the far side. Took one last look at the smiling image of Mia and turned his back on the simulant.



 



***



 



“Here,” Grant said, retracing their steps to find the next cross-corridor. The door was heavier than the normal compartment doors. Likely the connection between two modules.



It froze opening only halfway and he had to brace against the doorframe and pry it open the rest of the way.



The riot had already got there ahead of them. The place looked like a frat house had a hazing party inside a zoo. The feathered lizard-things he and Alice had run into before had got loose; they squawked frantically overhead, shrieking and throwing themselves up and down the corridor. The weird, organic-looking sleestak furniture was overturned. Snack packs and nutrient slurry sliding greasily over the floor and splattered down the walls.



From out of nowhere a door at the end of the corridor opened and a naked sleestak stumbled out, stabbed with a half-dozen sharpened sporks. A moment later, three screaming inmates in bloody white prison scrubs pursued it... two had kitchen knives, and the third something that looked like an electric kettle.



The wounded Sleestak fumbled with a comm strapped to its wrist, eyes wide in panic. “Command, command... this is Unit BK19! The prisoners are out! I repeat, the prisoners are... they’ve got cutlery! …they're everywhere! Request immediate support or purge cleansing... hurry!”



Seeing Grant and his party, the stabbed lizard gave a scream and backpaddled, darting into another doorway and followed by the inmates.



“Run, you gelatin-spined gecko! I wanna wear your skin as a houserobe!” one prisoner yelled.



“Keep runnin’, sleestak! I haven’t had fresh tail in weeks!”



The riot had spilled out of the cellblocks while they were in engineering and now the sleestak were experiencing what it was like to be stampeded by a herd of cattle – individually easy to keep docile, deadly when they got numbers and momentum. One-on-one, the lizards had strength and size. But the inmates had numbers, nothing left to lose, and even less idea what they were doing.



Two turns down the corridor Grant spotted a fully armored Sleestak rounding a corner... visor down, stunray up.



“Mine!” Boomi yelled.



Crack crack crack!



The .22 barked in her hands. Three bullets punched clean through the lizard’s chestplate like a sewing machine. It shrieked, dropped its weapon, and stumbled backwards before staggering away.



Boomi’s eyes lit up. “I like this gun!” Then she saw the lizard stagger away. “Get back here!”



Then she was gone, a pint-sized albino Rambo chasing after the wounded lizard.



Grant cursed and sprinted after her. “Boomi! Don’t get separated!”



Too late. She was already gone.



He chased the blood trail and the sound of her gunfire. Rounded the corner and found the aftermath... two Sleestak slumped against the wall, both ventilated with neat .22-sized holes through their visors. One was twitching. The other had bled out in a pool of neon green.



“Grant!” Alice yelled from behind as the rest of the group trailed behind. “Slow the fuck down.”



Which way?



He spotted the spent brass glinted on the ground, leading onward like breadcrumbs made of murder. Grant followed the trail, ducking through corridors echoing with the sounds of shrieking inmates and stunray zaps. Behind him, Alice and Merin were chasing to catch up.



He passed a busted vending unit with three dead male inmates laying around it. From there into a hallway with a row of sand showers, one of them still spraying red sand piling up in a drift over a fallen inmate. It was a batsquatch – a bigfoot-sized humanoid furry in all the wrong places. The bleeding inmate was propped against the wall holding his intestines in with one hand and a spork shiv in the other.



Grant slowed, eyeing the carnage.



“Which way’d she go?”



The big guy wheezed and pointed with his chin. “That way.”



The girls stumbled into the room behind him, staring at the bodies. 



Grant and Alice exchanged a look.



“I thought you said that was a squirrel gun,” she said.



“Big squirrels in outer space...”



A fresh round of shots from nearby and they ran to give chase. Spotted the little albino standing over a sleestak body, thumbing fresh round into the gun.



“Isn’t it beautiful?” Boomi grinned, then she was off.



They followed close behind, watching Boomi’s back as she shot her way through more guards and a few inmates, and picking off survivors with a stunbeamer in one hand or a shotgun blast for anything that looked too lively. Merin stayed behind them, using her psychic powers on any lizard dumb enough to try and follow them.



Then came the corridor outside the Sleestak mating pods.



The door was held open – continually trying to close then open – by an inmate body across the threshold. As they approached a female sleestak... a big, Komodo-dragon-looking brute with smeared beauty paint and drooling jaws... was loose, clambering over the body in the open threshold. It hissed at them, then leapt into a ventilation shaft like a nightmare iguana.



Boomi let it go, hopped over the body and into the desert biome fuck-lagoon. Inside were dead inmates and sleestaks in speedos laying where they’d fallen during the fight. One limping, silver-speedo’d survivor lizard saw Boomi and ran leaving behind a cloud of reeking fear musk.



“Mine!” the girl’s antennae were vibrating with excitement.



“Geezus… slow down,” Grant called, as Boomi chased after it.



The albino girl was fast. Practically sprinting. She quickly got ahead of him and Grant raced after her out the door…



…and almost tripped over her as she skidded to a halt in the next compartment.



The girl was frozen, staring at the far side of the room. There, standing in a perfect phalanx, were half a dozen riot troopers. Heavy armor. Reflective visors. Full-body shields and some sort of big rayguns. Formation locked. Weapons raised.



“Aw shit…”



Grant clicked off the safety, shotgun raised, and shouldered Boomi aside to keep her out of the line of fire. Alice slid into the room beside him, gave a yelp and raised her triple-barreled survival gun in two hands.



The sleestak squad leader stepped forward, voice amplified through a helmet speaker glitching with static. “Attention unidentified softskins! Lay down your weapons and prepare to be pacified in accordance with Regulation 34-B: Non-Lethal Encouragement Protocol! You will each receive a citation for insubordination, a light bludgeoning, and...” he checked a datapad, “... a complimentary coupon for one free powdered drink unit at any Atmosure™-certified hydration kiosk. This offer is void if you die.”



“Grant...” Boomi said uncertainly. “What are we doing?”



Grant’s eyes narrowed. He raised the shotgun and answered.



BOOM!
 Buckshot tore into the sleestak sub-officer in the front line like a handful of gravel thrown at a lake. Riot shield splintered. Armor shredded.



He walked the rounds across the lizards behind him. Blast after blast. Unloading as fast as he could, closing the distance between them at a walk.



BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!



The buckshot tore through the sleestak armor like it wasn’t there. The riot armor meant to defend against sharpened cutlery standing no chance against the pea-sized shot. Grant watched a tight pattern go through a trooper’s visor, ripping through his face under it like it had been pushed in a blender. One lizard’s chest simply caved in. Another was ripped apart at the knees and went down screeching. Green mist sprayed across the wall.



Grant moved forward. Calm. Focused. Cold white rage flicked on in his chest like a second heart.



BOOM!



A sleestak folded backwards over a table, its armor crumpled like a beer can under a boot.



BOOM!



Another slid sideways, stomach opening like a plastic bag full of blood jabbed with a pencil.



The alien lizards had never seen a shotgun. Never heard that sound. Never felt what six rounds of buckshot could do in close quarters. Their formation buckled. Discipline cracked. Eyes wide, flicking in all directions. Half of them stumbled back. The other half turned and ran.



Click. Empty.



“Welcome from Earth,” he growled, ears ringing.



He was close enough by then he gripped the shotgun in two hands and slammed it butt-first into the closest Sleestak’s helmet.
 CRACK.
 The lizard’s head whipped sideways. Grant yanked the stock back and jabbed it into the creature’s ribs. Things crunched. It dropped with a wheeze.



By then Alice unfroze. Her triple-barrel barked...  The smaller shot round ripping across the lizards, followed by a screaming flare that sent one sleestak staggering guts on fire.



Some of the surviving sleestaks opened fire.



Grant startled a bit at the spiteful snap and pencil-thin beam from their guns. Instead of red stunrays they fired pale violet beams. Scorching holes in the air. The first one that slashed across Grant’s shoulder left a scorched path of singed flesh and an inch deep. Another one scored Alice’s hip.



The two Earth natives staggered, cursing at the pain.



Alice’s expression twisted... not with fear, but fury. Her hand went to the machete at her hip. She tore it free and lunged into the nearest sleestak with a scream that would’ve unsettled a chainsaw. The blade slammed into the lizard’s collar, tearing through armor like tinfoil and into flesh with a wet crunch.



Another Sleestak aimed his rifle... too slow. Alice was already on him, slashing across his belly. Green blood sprayed, the alien dropping his weapon to hold his guts in place. A third tried to flee and caught the machete in the back of the knee. He dropped hard, shrieking, missing a leg. Grant went in swinging from the opposite side.



“They took direct laser hits!” one lizard shouted. “Why aren’t they dying?!”



Alice kicked a stool into his face and brought the blade down in a vertical arc that ended in a spray of sparks and blood.



Grant wiped the next lizard's mouth with the buttstock of his shotgun sending so many tiny, sharp teeth scattering across the floor.



Boomi must've reloaded because a pop-pop-pop of small calibre rounds from the back of the room started picking off the lizards, punching right through their armored vacuum suits. Plinking them like tin cans on a fence.



Grant, still moving forward like running in a nightmare, reached down to his toolbelt and pulled out the carpenter’s hammer. Nothing fancy. Steel head. Wooden handle. Stained with oil and sweat.



The nearest sleestak lunged. Grant swung low. The hammer connected with a sickening
 crack
 , snapping the lizard's shin like kindling. It shrieked and dropped, only to get a second blow to the side of the head that folded its skull in.



The lizards started backing up as he turned on them.



He waded into the knot of them. Drove the hammer into the next one’s shoulder, snapping bone with a wet
 pop
 , then followed through with a rising uppercut that planted the claw end straight into a visor. He yanked it sideways. The Sleestak stopped being a problem.



Green blood spattered across his shirt and boots. His eyes were wide and calm. He didn’t blink. Spun around looking for a target and found himself looking down the barrel of a sleestak laser carbine five feet away. Aimed at his head.



But instead of shooting Grant, the lizard turned the weapon on itself and ate the barrel. The next shot lit up its skull from the inside. The sleestak collapsed, smoke billowing from its open mouth.



Grant staggered to a stop.



That was it. The entire riot squad down. A few of them moaning or twitching but most of them dead and a green tide of their blood began to pool around them. Grant looked around, still jacked on the fight, astonished at the sudden reprieve. Looking for someone else to take out.



Merin stepped out from behind an overturned table, eyes glowing, blood trickling from her nose. She grinned. And then her knees gave way. Grant rushed to her side. She was breathing, barely.



Boomi was crawling over, bleeding from her side, a ragged tear across her gut where a Sleestak claw had caught her. Alice stumbled, hand pressed to her stomach. Her flight suit was scorched and smoking in a criss-cross of burn marks, blood seeping through the fabric.



Grant staggered to a bench next to the sleestak dead. Breathing ragged, shotgun hanging empty from one hand. He glanced around the wrecked cafeteria. Scorched walls. Overturned tables. Smoking lizard corpses.



“She needs medical help,” Grant said, setting Merin down on the bench.



“We all do,” Alice grimaced, gingerly leaning over to get a better look at the laser burn in her side.



They’d won, but it had taken it out of them. At this rate they’d never make it to the bridge in any shape to fight.



“If I remember right the medbay should be just north of here—”



“Forward,” Alice corrected.



“—and the space hamsters can patch us up.”



“Why would they help?” the redhead asked.



“Oh, you were going to give them a choice?” he replied.



 



***



 



In good news they’d finally found a path around the security bulkhead... emerging from the sleestak crew quarters, back into the central spine of the ship, on the other side of the bulkhead door. In bad news Grant’s crew moved slower now. No more charging like blood-drunk gladiators. Every step was a limp, a grunt, or a stagger. Alice clutched her stomach. Boomi winced with each breath. Bonda carried Merin like she was made of shattered glass.



Grant moved ahead. Hurrying to try and get them to the help they needed.



He spotted it up ahead in the gently curving spine corridor: a glowing clean surface of the medbay doors with the hologram green symbol for medical help that looked like a Q with an extra tail sticking out of it. And sitting propped up against the wall around it or laying on the floor were a half-dozen sleestak. All dead.



They reached the floor-to-ceiling glass door and found it sealed shut. Grant banged on it with a fist. Glass was the wrong word for the material in the door. More like transparent steel an inch thick.



A shimmering holo-sign flickered to life above the medbay door, perky voice speaking:



“Welcome to Omni-Health where your health is our profit! Unfortunately, MedModule™ 7 is temporarily closed due to an ongoing riot event! Please enjoy this moment of reflection while armed personnel restore harmony via concussive diplomacy. If your injuries include impalement, loss of limbs, or catastrophic tissue damage, please take a seat until service resumes. Thank you for bleeding with Omni-Health™... where your pain is part of the process!”



Grant eyed the dead sleestak. Clearly they weren’t the first ones to show up.



“Told you,” Alice grimaced. “They’re not helping anyone.”



Grant peered into the medical reception on the other side of the door. Behind the blast glass, a pack of space hamster medtechs huddled like terrified interns at a malpractice hearing. One peeked out. Saw Grant. Squeaked.



“OH VOID NO. It’s
 him.
 ”



“That's the necroplanet zombie!” another one chittered.



Grant tried to look friendly, despite being bloody and burned, and rapped his knuckles against the glass. “Nice to see you too, fellas. Open up.”



The medbay pod beyond the glass glowed sterile white. The three-foot space hamster medical techs in scrub smocks scurried to hide behind the reception desk, blinking nervously as the rest of Grant’s blood-soaked crew approached.



The senior doctor stepped forward, nervously gripping a datapad. “Uh… we're closed.”



Grant slammed his hand on the glass. “Come on fellas, it’s me. Open it. Now.”



“Inmate Garnt… it’s against policy to provide medical service in an emergency!” the doctor insisted, but he didn’t sound very certain.



Grant tried a different tack. “Listen… in about an hour this prison will be under new management; how’d you like to do the new captain a favor?”



“You won’t be the captain of anything with those wounds…” the doc said.



Grant stared him down. “You’ve seen my medical history… you sure about that,” he said in a low threat.



The hamsters conferred in squeaky whispers. Argued back and forth until their leader approached the door.



“We’ll patch up your crew... new skin, plasma infusions, maybe a saltlick if you behave. But we need something first.”



Grant narrowed his eyes. “What kind of something?”



“We've lost contact with our colleagues in the science pod.”



“The what?”



“Behind you.”



Grant turned to see the heavy airlock door to the module on the other side of the spine corridor. It was jammed halfway open, bent outwards from the inside.



The doctor continued. “The captain’s private research wing... top secret stuff. Some of our medtechs rotated in there for lab support. We lost contact when the riot started. No pings.”



“That sounds like a you problem,” Grant seethed.



“Grant...” Alice said softly. “The girls don't look so good. And if I’m honest there's a laser hole in my stomach that has me worried.”



He ground his teeth. The hamsters weren't trying to be evil. They were just cowards. “So let me get this straight,” Grant said to the senior staffer. “You'll patch up my dying psychic, the redhead and the bunny if I go into the ship's mad science basement and play rescue ranger for a bunch of squish-brained nerd hamsters.”



The lead tech nodded. “We’ll throw in a free blood replacement.”



Grant exhaled. “Fine. But you're taking these two first as a down payment.” He gestured to Boomi and Merin.



“Deal.”



They opened the blast door. Hamsters swarmed Merin and Boomi onto floating gurneys and promptly sedated them.



“Stay here,” Grant told Alice.



“Fuck you. You're in worse shape than me.”



With Bonda slithering after them, the two humans from Earth crossed the corridor to the science module. 



The science lab bulkhead door was bent outward... twisted metal and sparking lock braces. Like something inside had forced its way out. Glancing inside he saw the wall panels were cracked. Lights flickered like drunk fireflies. The air smelled like ozone.



The corridor beyond was dark. Wrecked. Silent.



Grant slid an extra round up the pipe of the shotgun. “Well. That’s probably fine, right?”



 



***



 



 



 









Chapter 31
    
 
: Cognitive Emissions




 



Grant forced open the bent airlock door to the module as far as it would go with a clang, stepped inside the science pod, and immediately got a lungful of burnt plastics.



He swiveled, shotgun trained on the room. Alice ducked in behind him, triple-barreled pistol-shotgun up, eyes scanning. Bonda oozed after them uninvited, five feet of banana-yellow slug, her gooey tail dragged behind her and her eyestalks twitched nervously, like she expected something to leap out and ask her to do something useful.



The lights flickered. Something sparked overhead. They were in what looked like a breakroom. A vending machine stood half-melted near the wall, its front glass scorched and spiderwebbed with cracks. It whined and jittered in place, the dispenser arm jerking randomly, spitting out packets of
 Zorp’s Zorgo Nutritional Foam Nibbles
 .



Above it, a holo-advertisement was stuck in a loop, showing a glossy-eyed cartoon space-furry in a bathing suit hopping in place, dead-eyed.



“Eat Smart, Live Forever!”
 the furry chirped.
 “Eat Smart... Live F-f-forever! Eat Smart... Eat... Eat... Eat Eat EatEatEat.”



“That’s not terrifying at all,” Grant said, stepping over a crunchy pile of foam nibbles that leaked slightly.



“Something got toasted here,” Alice said, nudging the smoking frame of a chair with her boot, one hand pressed to her side. “Laser beams, by the look.”



That’s when Grant rounded the couch and saw the corpse.



It was a sleestak. Or had been. Now it looked like a desiccated balloon animal made of jerky. Skin over bones. Its mouth was gaping open, a perfect hole drilled straight through the center of its face... just above the snout and right between the eyes. There wasn’t a drop of blood on the floor. The thing had been vacuum-packed from the inside out.



Grant nudged the laser carbine still gripped in the corpse's claw.



“Weapon's intact,” he said. “Wasn’t disarmed. Just… drained.”



Alice crouched beside the corpse, checking the entry wound with a grimace. “That hole… no scorching. Could be a surgical puncture. A medtech needle.”



Grant raised a brow. “You think one of the space hamsters did this? With a syringe?”



“Well, it wasn’t us. And that wound isn’t from a blade or a conducted energy weapon.”



“Sure.”



Grant’s mind flashed back to the basement of Halberd & Sons Funeral Services, where he worked moving bodies around. The mortician, a sweaty guy named Carl with a nervous tic and a freezer full of Hot Pockets, had this giant vacuum syringe... strong enough to suck a golf ball through a garden hose. Grant had watched him jab it into cadavers, sucking out goo and bile like he was making a meat smoothie. He’d never quite gotten the smell out of his nose.



That was what this dead sleestak looked like. Same hollowed-out look. Same tidy puncture.



Bonda let out a warbling grunt and motioned with a tremble of her eyestalks. She was coiled by the far corner, her slick body flattened low to the ground, softly hissing through her vents like she’d seen something she really didn’t want to deal with.



“Another one?” Alice asked.



They crossed the room, careful over the blackened tiles, and found the second corpse.



Small. Fuzzy. Adorable, if it hadn’t looked like a raisin in a medtech jumpsuit. Big round ears, little claws, and a badge still clipped to its collar:
 Poppinix, Orderly Class 3.



Same wound. Same dried-up, drained-from-the-inside look.



Grant squatted down, eyes narrowing. “So you’re saying... a space hamster killed a lizard with a needle. Then used it on itself?”



Alice shook her head. “Doesn't make sense.”



“No shit. Unless this guy was some kind of medically-trained murder-suicide needle ninja, we're missing something.”



They stared at the two corpses for another moment, the machine behind them still chanting:
 “Eat. Eat. Eat.”



Grant stood up and dusted off his hands. “Alright. That’s one medtech accounted for. Let’s go find the other three and hope they aren’t the same way.”



The corridor past the breakroom was a nightmare of twisted metal and broken glass. Lights flickered overhead like dying fireflies. Every doorway they passed had scorch marks, broken terminals, or shattered containment tanks that oozed whatever awful science dreams had been stored inside.



“Looks like the riot got here too,” Alice muttered, sidestepping a puddle of orange gel that was slowly eating through the floor tiles.



Grant grunted. “Yeah, but where's the crew? Or the bodies of the inmates? You'd think with this much collateral damage we'd be tripping over corpses.”



“Maybe they're hiding,” Bonda offered helpfully, her voice wet and whispery as she oozed around a smoking chunk of circuitry.



They passed into the first lab. Rows of cages lined the walls, each one lit by a dim light strip and filled with… things. Twisted creatures blinked at them with too many eyes, too few limbs. There was a hairless sloth thing with human lips. A centipede-canine hybrid that kept throwing itself against the clear plastic wall of its cage. One cage held what a vampire koala might look like: all deep-sea fish teeth and fuzzy ears.



“Lab experiments. This place is proof that ethics boards don’t exist in space,” Alice muttered.



“How do we even know they’re experiments? Might be a petting zoo for all we know.” Grant replied, watching the koalafish blink its big eyes and slowly work its mouth of hideous needle teeth open and closed... like it was imagining what chewing on Grant's skull might be like.



The second lab was colder, darker. And full of bottles.



Hundreds of floating body parts suspended in clear goop. Limbs. Organs. Other parts. All labeled, catalogued, filed on shelves like someone was collecting samples. On a table lay three dissected hyumin torsos in various states of being opened. The corpses still had ear tags attached.



Alice went pale. “Those are inmates. Still think this was a petting zoo?”



Grant grimaced. “Poor bastards got donated to science… hopefully after they died.”



Bonda whimpered and tried not to look. “Can we be done now? Please?”



“Floor plan says one more lab on this level,” Alice said, jaw tight. “We came to find four medtechs. We’ve only found one. If we want the rest of the hamsters to let us in the medbay, we need proof.”



Those fucking hamsters are greedier than an HMO.



The third lab was a disaster. Blood on the floor. Sparks showering every few seconds from an overloaded medframe. One space hamster... or what was left of one... lay inside the auto-doc, its little body sliced open, surgical arms frozen mid-procedure like a meat blender had hit pause. The other corpse was even worse. Its head had been torn clean off and jammed on top of a shelving unit like a trophy. Its tiny name badge, still attached to the rest of the corpse on its little white lab coat, read: Dr. Flutch
 .



Alice crouched beside the auto-doc. The dissected one wore a nurse jumpsuit, now soaked in gore.



“This one says 'Nurse Whibby'.”



Bonda made a soft keening noise and slid back against the wall, hiding her eyestalks under the rim of her own slimy body.



“This is a bad place... this is a
 BAD PLACE
 .”



“No argument,” Grant said. He looked around the room. “One hamster to go… you think it did this?”



Alice didn’t answer.



Grant looked at her. “Because if the fourth one
 didn't
 do this, and we don’t find it alive with a good alibi, the rest of those adorable fluffballs in the medbay are gonna assume we’re the reason they’ve got hamster jerky on the shelves.”



Alice swore under her breath and checked her ammo. “Then we better find the last one.”



“Lead the way. I’ll just be back here, trying not to step on any science crimes.”



They moved on, deeper into the module. Supply closets, freezers, rows of sterilization booths… The place wasn’t getting any less wrecked. When they completed a full circuit of the main level they found a stairwell and went up, cleared a half-dozen storage supply rooms, then the level above they met the upper level access door with a red blinking ‘locked’ indicator.



“Access denied,”
 the panel chirped.
 “Security clearance level Beta-Blue or higher required per Corporate Containment Directive 9-B.”



“Really?” Grant muttered.



Alice rolled her eyes and held up the blood-smeared security badge from Dr. Flutch. She tapped it to the reader. The panel blinked. Then chirped again, this time friendlier.



“Access granted. Welcome, Dr. Flutch. Remember: Ethical Science only happens if its also Profitable Science.”



The door hissed open with a puff of disinfectant gas that smelled like burnt lemons. The corridor beyond was clean, sterile, and quiet. Too quiet.



Bonda twitched beside them, her eyestalks flattening. “I do not like this.”



“Yeah, that makes three of us,” Grant said, stepping through with his shotgun raised. “Let’s see what supervillain bullshit they were cooking up in here.”



The secure wing had six reinforced lab-cells. Three were dark, empty, quiet. The other three were... occupied. Sort of.



The first one had been under construction. Heavy scaffolding, armor plating, and a half-installed restraint frame lay around the inside like it was meant to hold down a rhino on amphetamines. Part of the room was a secure observation kiosk with a control bank inside. Grant nudged a control pad, and a flickering display blinked to life.



SUBJECT: ALIZ N9-000002



SPECIES: HYUMIN (DIRT SYSTEM)



POTENTIAL: EXTREME



Alice read the screen. Then again. Then slowly, her expression turned from confusion to terror.



“They were going to put me in here?”



“Uhhh...” Grant read a little further down.



INITIAL EVALUATION: BIOLOGICALLY PRIMED FOR MULTI-FERTILITY SELECTIVE BREEDING


Psych Eval: Subject displays persistent signs of aggression, mood volatility, and resistance to authority. Our clinical team suspects these behaviors may stem from prolonged lack of stable mating opportunities and hormonal imbalance due to isolation from suitable male hyumins. Recommended corrective action: full-spectrum breeding rotation and sedative pheromone diffusers.
  



“Looks like they wanted to knock you up and see if your kids could punch holes through bulkheads,” Grant grimaced.



Her hands clenched into fists. Her voice was quiet, too quiet. “I was listed as a
 breeding candidate
 !”



Grant opened his mouth to make a joke. Then saw her face and wisely shut it again. Bonda, however, didn't quite understand human psychology.



“I think you'd make a very good mother! Look at those child-bearing hips!”



Alice turned, eyes blazing. “I'm no one's breeder, got it? If anyone tries to put a stud on me, I swear I’ll rip their nuts off!”



Alice stepped away from the console. Her shoulders were stiff. “Let’s keep going.”



“Yes, ma’am.” Grant nodded.



When she stepped away, Bonda whispered to Grant: “I think they were right, she needs some breeding opportunities to calm down…”



“I heard that!” Alice yelled.



The second secure containment room was worse.



Blood everywhere. All the way to the ceiling. Four Sleestak guards in shredded armor lay in pieces across the room. Arms, legs, a head over by the computer monitor. Two others looked dried-out, exsanguinated like the ones downstairs.



In the center of the room was what looked like a medical sarcophagus the size of a freight container. Its walls were cracked. Door bent. Locking clamps split like a soda can left in a freezer.



“Something got out,” Grant said.



“Something angry,” Alice added.



They approached the observation console. Or tried to. It was a smashed ruin.



Grant tapped the console with the butt of his shotgun. “Nothing. Fried harder than a vending machine burrito.”



“No logs, no nameplate, no idea what was in there,” Alice said.



“Great. So we’ve got a mystery science project on the loose that can break high-security cages and eat guards like jelly donuts. I think we just found out what happened to the guys downstairs.”



Bonda whimpered. “Still want to keep going?”



Grant sighed. “Unless you see a space hamster laying around that I don't, then yeah.”



 



***



 



Grant approached the last cell door at the end of the corridor like it was about to pop open with a birthday clown. Bonda slithered to a halt a few feet back, trembling, eyestalks flat and shaking.



“I don't think I want to see what's in there. I'm officially against this.”



“Yeah,” Grant said, checking the grip on his shotgun. “Join the club. But this is the only place we haven't looked; if that last hamster's still breathing, he's in there.”



Alice nodded, still a little pale from her breeder-experiment-induced rage. “We open it, we go fast, we get out. No sightseeing.”



Grant slapped the control panel. The door hissed open and immediately felt a wave of dizziness.



The room was... wrong.



There was a cell, or something, in the middle of the room. It sat there like a metal volcano, cables and nodes growing out of it like tumors. The walls weren’t like the others. They were made of some kind of ultra-dense black alloy that seemed to suck in light. Embedded in the walls were dozens of blinking machines... pulsing with faint blue light, humming in rhythms that didn’t sync up with anything Grant could follow. He stepped inside and almost tripped over nothing... the floor felt like it was rippling underfoot like it hated being stepped on. The moment they crossed the threshold, all three of them staggered.



“What the fuck?” he mumbled.



“You feel that?” Alice asked.



“Gas leak?” he asked.



Attached to the metal cone were more machines. Stacked. Wired together. Some kind of alien tech spaghetti pile. Every screen blinked symbols that made Grant's brain feel itchy.



“Urgh,” Alice groaned, grabbing her head. “Too fast acting... I think... I think... those devices are emitting some sort of electromagnetic field. My visual cortex is getting slammed.”



“What does that mean?”



Alice gritted her teeth, still clutching her head. “Strong electromagnetic fields can mess with the electrical signals in your brain... your neurons fire wrong. You start hallucinating. Seeing colors, hearing things. Motor function tanks, perception warps. It's like your skull gets turned into a haunted radio tower.”



Grant groaned. “Great. So whatever's in here they're trying to fry its brain like an egg.”



He blinked. The lights smeared when he turned his head. Colors twisted. He swore the air was pulsing.



Bonda moaned softly. “The room is moving... the room is moving and it hates me.”



Every step was hell. Like walking through molasses with a migraine while someone fired water into your eyeballs. But through the blurred vision he could see something... a shape, just past the big conical vault in the center of the room.



“You seeing what I'm seeing or is that a hallucination?” Grant pointed.



Alice was holding one hand to her skull. “Behind it. I see... fur?”



Grant squinted, eyes watering. “Better be our guy.”



Bonda took that moment to whimper and collapsed mid-squish. She slid across the floor like a fried egg on a greased pan, came to a wet halt, and passed out cold.



“Its worse closer to that thing...” Alice gestured to the metal cone. She made it two steps further. Her legs gave out, and she hit the ground with a grunt. “Grant... get... out...”



Then her back arched like she was being tasered, and she started seizing.



“Shit.”



Grant clenched his teeth, stepped forward. Then another. Blood trickled from his nose, but he kept going.



The machines throbbed louder in his skull, twisting the world into melting wax and jittery VHS static. He could hear voices that weren’t there. He tasted something like copper. Forcing one boot in front of the other he made it past the vault. Behind it, sprawled and unconscious, was a small, familiar fuzzball in a blue medical jumpsuit.



Grant leaned against the wall and bent to haul it up by the tunic.



Name badge:
 Chex, Medtech 3rd Class.



He turned back, vision narrowing to a tunnel. Somewhere behind him was Alice, Bonda, and a whole lot of pain.



He got back to them, barely upright, stumbling like a drunk. He scooped up Alice, laid her across Bonda's slippery bulk, and tossed Chex on top like a fuzzy cherry.



Then, with a grunt and a curse, he shoved Bonda as hard as he dared with a boot.



The slug slipped forward like a greased curling stone, the entire fleshy stack sliding across the mucous trail and out the door in a heroic goopy blur. Relief flooded him as he saw them safely out of the room. Mission accomplished; hamster secured.



His turn.



Focus, you're almost there...



He took two more steps, then dropped like a rock, face-first into the pulsing floor.



Darkness.



 



***



 



Grant woke up with his face buried in an ergonomic pillow that smelled like sex and high thread counts. The sheets were satin. The mattress was so perfect it put every bed he'd ever slept in to shame. not too hard, not too soft. Could have been made of marshmallows and the crushed dreams of mattress competitors. Sunlight washed over the room and the bed through floor-to-ceiling windows.



His head hurt. His mouth tasted like... damn... it still tasted like pussy. He turned his head and saw two gorgeous, completely naked women sleeping on either side of him in a tangle of limbs, hair, and sweat-glazed skin.



Alice, flat on her back, breathing softly with her hand resting on his hip. The sunlight poured over her pale, freckled skin, highlighting a shadow of her full breasts rising and and falling with each breath. The curve of her hips perfectly framed by the twisted sheets. One toned leg struck out. Her fiery red hair fanned across the pillow like a halo. She looked like the kind of girl you wanted to wake up next to... and then immediately ask if you had a safe word.



Mia, curled against him on the other side, her toned brunette body a perfect study in trim softness. Her long legs tangled with the sheets, one arm thrown lazily across his stomach, the other tucked under her head. Her tanned skin a contrast the Alice’s pale form, unmarked by bikini lines along the curves of her hips and the swell of her ass. Her perky tits were spilling out of a slinky red lace bra...



She mumbled something half-asleep, “Mmmph… next time with the cuffs off...”



Grant sat up slowly. Took in the mess scattered on and around the bed. Condoms, champagne bottles, at least two different vibrators, a cheerleader outfit, and what looked like a suspiciously well-used matching butt plugs were scattered around them.



There was also a full-sized tripod camera still blinking red. Standing on the mattress he made wobbling steps to the edge of the bed and hopped off. A half-empty bottle of lube fell off the bed and skittered over the hardwood floor.



Alice moaned. “I can’t…” she mumbled. “No more… You already pounded me into another timezone.”



Mia nodded, face buried in the pillow. “Fuck her again, Commander,” she mumbled.



Alice was half asleep and muttered something that ended with “…can’t feel my legs.”



Grant blinked.
 Commander?



He stood up and staggered across the smooth wood floor, catching his reflection in a wall-length mirror. He was tanned. Shaved. His muscles had that fitness-mag definition that only came from Photoshop or personal trainers named Rolf.



In the floor-to ceiling window that was one wall of the room he looked out over the perfect sand and blue vista of the ocean.



What the hell... was he in Malibu?



He moved through the mansion like a burglar in his own home. The house was massive, sleek, and obscenely modern. White-on-white-on-glass, with glowing interfaces, touch panels, and a fridge the size of a small apartment.



A waterfall ran down one of the interior walls. The living room had a sunken firepit. A gleaming steampunk-looking chrome mass of tubes that made drinks with expensive Italian names. A gas fireplace whispered next to an indoor koi pond.



Then he saw it.



A clear case above the bar.



Inside: a vintage
 Space Force Five
 laser pistol prop, resting on velvet. The label read:



Commander Ray Vortex Signature Phaser, Screen-Used. Episode: 'No Gods, Only Gravity' (S3E13) - Provenance Verified.



Beside it, framed under museum glass:



A pristine comic book.



Space Force Five #1



The corner was autographed in silver sharpie:



“To Grant –



the
 real
 space hero



– xx oo Celeste”



Celeste Harrow... The actress who played Dr. Elara Mindrix. His teenage wet dream and emotional support imaginary girlfriend all rolled into one.



Grant stared.



“Nope. Nope, that’s... weird.”



He had no memory of how he got here, or when he'd gotten this rich, or why his teenage fantasy memorabilia collection had somehow come to life and was now professionally curated in his living room. His gut said something was off, but hell, maybe things had finally turned around.



What did he last remember? The riot… the riot on the ship… trying to reach the bridge… fighting sleestak.



Maybe he’d just... won? Somehow?



He turned slowly.



On a marble bookshelf, lit by tasteful recessed lights, was a trilogy of thick hardcovers. He picked one up.



Book One:
 “The Five Girls You Date in Space Prison: My First Contact With the Alien Civilization”



And the author was him. His mouth went dry.



“Oh shit. Am I... famous?”



 



***



 



Grant sat cross-legged on the massive white couch, still wearing nothing but a blanket stolen from the back of a cream leather chaise. One hand held a tumbler of something amber and pricey from the wet bar. The other flipped through a hardcover copy of his own damn autobiography.



The title of one chapter near the end caught his eye:
 “Always Trust a Space Gangster to Screw You Over.”



He raised an eyebrow and read aloud:



“I was three corridors deep, bleeding from a cracked rib, on a flat-out death-race to engineering, when the unmistakable voice of the squid gangster came over the PA like a drunk god. 'Zombie,' he roared, 'surrender the vessel or I will open the air vents and flush every one of you into the void to vomit their skeletons.' That’s when I knew I was on my own.”



Grant blinked, closed the book.



Just as he tried to mentally unpack that mess, the front door swung open. A teenage girl with pink headphones and a giant iced latte walked in like she paid the mortgage.



She paused mid-step, saw him sitting shirtless with a blanket toga, and groaned.



“Ugh, Grant! Dude. It is literally 2 p.m. and you're wandering around hungover and butt-naked? Again? Did Alice and Mia break the sound barrier last night or what?”



Grant's jaw dropped. “Bree?”



Aubrey grinned, pushing her sunglasses up. “Yeah, it’s me. Your favorite sister. Not that you ever remember that when you get invited to movie premiers.”



He stood up and nearly lost his blanket. “C’mere, kid. You have
 no
 idea how good it is to see you.”



She side-hugged him while holding her coffee in the other hand. “Okay, wow, affection. You must’ve really fried some synapses.”



She made herself at home, raiding the fridge like a tornado in gym shorts and grabbing a bottle of flavored water and a pack of some brand-new overpriced snack labeled
 “ZergoPopz!™ New from Zorp!”



Grant watched her, a warmth blooming in his chest. His sister. Here. Alive. Safe.



Aubrey flopped onto the couch, kicking her shoes off. “So did the afterparty get
 that
 wild or are you still tanked from the Space Prison movie premiere? Like, for real, you were totally slurring through your acceptance speech.”



“Wait... Movie premiere?”



She frowned. “Dude. Please tell me you're not doing that thing again.”



He looked blank.



Her face fell. “Shit. Shit! You're having another episode. I should call Dr. Smith... “



“Wait! No. Just... start from the top. What episode? What the hell is going on?”



She sat up straighter, dropping the playful tone. “Okay, um... you were kidnapped by aliens. Four years ago. You got abducted after working that shitty job at the windfarm.”



“Okay... okay that part I remember,” he muttered, staring around. “But all this?”



She nodded. “You were gone for weeks. Then you showed up again in a flying saucer... like, straight up mini-UFO... crashed it into that golf course outside Santa Monica. And it wasn’t just you. You had proof. Real tech. Alien DNA. You broke the alien cover-up. That’s why you're, like, Earth-famous.”



Grant sat back, letting it wash over him.



“...Well. That explains the books...”



Aubrey reached for her phone. “We
 really
 need to call Dr. Smith.”



Grant shook his head, eyes wide. “No. No more doctors. Just keep talking. Tell me everything. From the beginning.”



Grant sat on the couch, still wrapped in a blanket like a confused Roman senator, as Aubrey handed him a glass of water and a couple of pills from a prescription bottle she knew where to find.



“Drink,” she said. “And maybe next time don’t party so hard, even on special occasions. Alcohol scrambles your brain chemistry. You
 know
 it can trigger an episode.”



Grant took the pills, eyeing them suspiciously before swallowing. “Yeah, well, I guess I wasn’t about to say no to champagne and a nurse costume.”



“Gross. Don't want to know, big brother...”



He looked around again at the perfect house, the white-on-white decor, the indoor koi doing synchronized swimming near the espresso machine. “All this... the house, the money... Where the hell did it come from, Bree?”



She sat cross-legged across from him, chewing on a ZergoPopz! stick. “Okay, so. You reverse-engineered alien tech, partnered with Elton Mask to launch a next-gen spacecraft company. Then you kicked him out in a hostile takeover and renamed the company
 Big Iron
 . You’re now the richest man on Earth. You’re literally on the cover of Spacepreneur Monthly. Twice.”



Grant blinked. “I
 what
 ?”



“Married Alice and Mia legally. Twice. International poly-marriage treaty loophole, very hush-hush. They’re insanely in love with you. Won’t shut up about how you saved them.”



“I did?”



“Oh yeah. And me too. You found me after I got dumped in a foster home in Phoenix. You showed up in a hover limo, told the system to bite your ass, and took me home.”



Grant felt something crack open in his chest.



“You’re the best big brother in the universe,” Bree added, very matter-of-fact, like it was a certifiably recognized title.



He smiled faintly. “Okay, now you’re just laying it on thick. Why the hell don't I remember?”



“Sleestak tech hit your brain hard during the prison break. Some kind of neural disruptor. You were already overloaded from the fight. You don’t remember escaping the ship, hijacking one of their vehicles, coming back to Earth?”



He shook his head slowly. “No. None of it. Just... fragments.”



“Well... that's more than usual.  Sometimes you don't even know who Alice is.”



She slid closer and wrapped her arms around him. He held her tight. “I'm just glad you're here.”



“Yeah... here...”



“Hey,” she whispered. “You promised. Remember? When we were kids, you said no matter what, we always stick together. I promised too. So even if your brain forgets, I won’t. I’m not leaving you. Ever.”



Something in him calmed. Settled. The room was still absurd. But this... this was real. Bree was real.



She stood up and wiped her eyes. “Okay. I’m calling Dr. Smith. Just in case.”



She disappeared into the next room. Grant leaned back on the couch.



His head suddenly screamed.



A sharp spike of pressure shot behind his eyes. His vision blurred. His ears rang. He grabbed the side of the couch, knuckles white.



“Bree,” he tried to shout. “Bree!”



He collapsed to the floor.



From far away, he heard her voice. Screaming. Crying.



“No! Grant! Stay with me! You promised! Big brother, please!”



Everything turned white.



And vanished.



 



***



 



Grant woke up on the cold, gritty floor of the prison lab module, and his head felt like it was being filled with radio static and engine oil… on top of a hangover.



A tiny fuzzy hand slapped a second patch of something sticky onto his arm.



“Here, he's coming out of it now,” the space hamster muttered. It was medtech Chex.



The patch peeled with a soft
 phwip
 and a logo blinked to life on the adhesive:



Ephemeral™: Clarity You Can Rent! from PsiLok Neural Solutions™



The hamster looked like someone had put anxiety in a blender. Twitchy, red-eyed, one paw trembling, and a full
 four
 Ephemeral patches stuck to a freshly shaved strip of arm. He looked like a tiny, strung-out lab rat who'd been awake since last Tuesday.



Alice crouched beside Grant, visibly rattled. “I thought that Synaptic Binding Field fried your brain. You went stiff, then limp. You were out for six minutes.”



Grant groaned and tried to sit up. The walls were still doing a slow cha-cha in his peripheral vision.



“What... happened?”



The hamster spoke up, gushing science like a gas tank with a hole punched in the bottom.



“That entire vault suite is a Neuroresonance Containment Cell calibrated to suppress the cognitive emissions of an obscenely powerful subquantum-class entity. The whole thing is laced with an active thoughtstream dampening matrix.”



Grant blinked. “Say that again, but this time in
 not
 space calculus.”



Chex took a breath, then pointed at the sealed vault door. “That room is a cage. The walls block subquantum thoughtstreams. We weren’t wearing psi-muzzles. So we caught... pieces of it. Fragments. Its thoughts.”



“I saw some shit...”



Alice rubbed his temples. “You're okay now.”



“What was that?”



“A cognitive overphase. You didn’t go crazy. You just tuned into its signal.”



Grant laid back down. “Great. I didn’t overdose, I eavesdropped on a god having a nervous breakdown.”



The hamster nodded so fast his head blurred. “Yup! That’s basically it!”



Grant exhaled. His pulse was normal again, which was weird because everything else was still absolutely not.



He looked from Alice to Bonda, who quivered silently nearby... still trembling slightly, eyestalks drooping... and then back to the twitchy fuzzball applying another drug patch to himself with zero hesitation.



“So what were you doing in there?” Grant asked.



“Hiding, obviously,” the hamster twitched.



Grant scowled. “Fine… Let's get back to medbay. You're lucky we came in to get you, Chex.”



 



***









Chapter 32
    
 
: Bulkhead 14




 



The main airlock to the medical module gave a warning beep as Grant presented the surviving hamster medtech to his companions on the other side. It hissed open with a blast of depressurized air and five twitchy, space hamsters in surgical scrubs greeted Grant, Alice, and Bonda like they were returning royalty.



Or more accurately, like someone had finally shown up to save their asses.



Chex stumbled in first, still patched up and stimming like he was on his fourth espresso enema. One of the other medtechs squeaked and grabbed him in a hug. There was much chittering and anxious patting. Someone offered him a nutrient paste tube. Another tried to stick a medical device in his ear.



“Where are the others? Where's Flutch, Whibby, and Poppinix?”



Chex, eyes bloodshot, nodded jerkily. “They're dead.”



“How?”



Chex rubbed his furry face with both paws in agitation. “Subject 77 got out.”



That killed the vibe.



Grant stepped forward. “Okay, define 'Subject 77.' Like, bug-eyed mutant? Killer robot? A cursed coffee machine possessed by cthulhu?”



The hamsters looked at each other and collectively shrugged.



“It was the captain’s project,” one said. “We didn’t have access. We were told it was contained.”



“Cool,” Grant muttered. “So mystery blood-drinking beast is now on the loose. Perfect. Love that.”



Before anyone could panic further, Alice let out a noise somewhere between a gasp and a moan. She made it to a chair and crumpled into it.



“I don’t mean to alarm anyone…” she managed and went limp.



“Alice!”



Bonda squealed and flopped under her to cushion the redhead's fall. The hamsters immediately swarmed in full triage mode, squeaking orders, slapping on patches, and hauling her limp form onto a hovering autodoc sled.



Chex looked at Grant. “You too. On the slab.”



“I'm fine,” Grant lied.



“You've got laser wounds that would kill most people,” a senior hamster medtech squeaked.



Ten minutes later, he was not fine. He was unconscious. Flattened out in an autodoc as they put him back together.



 



***



 



Grant woke up in a warm gel bath with a heads-up display projected across the inside of the autodoc lid.



HEALING CYCLE COMPLETE



Across the bay, two other pods were lit up with animated chibi-nurse mascots counting down treatment time as hologram interfaces above each pod.



Subject: BOOMI N1005267: 14:56 remaining


ALICE: N90000002: 18:57 remaining



He sat up, blinking goo out of his eyes and flexing his arm. No more bruises. Most of the burns gone. Back felt like someone had replaced it with a new one still under warranty.



“Look who’s finally conscious,” Merin called from across the bay, reclining in her biobed with her legs crossed like she was at a spa. “Welcome back, Commander Beefcake. We were starting to place bets on whether you'd come out smarter or just shinier.”



One of the medtechs approached, whiskers twitching. “Easy there. You're still recovering.”



“Cool,” he scrubbed his face.



Grant swung his legs over the edge of the biobed, body stiff. The bed started pinging alarms but he ignored it. He had things to do and no time to wait for the cute hamster brigade to sign off on it.



A chorus of high-pitched squeaks erupted from the medtechs in the room.



“Patient mobility not authorized!” squeaked one medtech in a tiny lab coat two sizes too big.



“Back in bed! Recoup duration not yet satisfied!”



“Vitals destabilizing! Sit! Sit!”



Grant stood.



The medtechs scattered like kicked rats, half of them diving for cover behind carts and biogel dispensers. One bounced off his shin with a squeak of indignation and shot under a gurney.



Grant squinted at the blinking mess on the screen. “Damn it. How long have I been out? We should’ve taken the bridge by now…”



Merin propped herself up on one elbow. “Grant. Trust me. It’s still a goat orgy on fire.”



“How do you know?” He glanced over.



She pointed at the screen with a lazy wave. “I’ve been tracking it… both cell blocks got into the main part of the ship and have been fighting each other and the sleestak ever since. It’s a full-blown free-for-all in the midship. Everyone’s fighting everyone.”



Grant’s jaw clenched. “And the lizards?”



“Getting their tails handed to them, from what I can tell,” Merin said. “They weren’t ready for losing control of the blocks.”



He turned back to the console, eyes narrowing. He’d seen a small riot once – from the guard side of things – and it was bad enough. He tried to imagine that same thing happening in what was the equivalent of a cruise liner in outer space.



Grant stalked over to one of the rolling medical consoles and slapped at the screen with fingers slippery from biobed gel. “Show me the riot. Main corridors. Now.”



The screen blinked. Alien script danced across it, unreadable spaghetti lines with musical flourishes. A soft, perky voice said in perfect English:



“To safely extract a foreign object from the rectum, first locate—”



Grant jammed the keyboard.



The voice got louder.
 “If the object is vibrating, do not attempt to remove it manually—”



A furry paw smacked his hand. Hard.



“That is
 medical
 equipment,” snapped the bravest medtech on duty, a pink-nosed fuzzball wearing diagnostic goggles. She shoved him aside with exactly zero effectiveness. “Let the professional handle it, barbarian.”



“Fine. Just show me what's going on out there.”



She climbed onto a footstool, tapped a few controls, and the screen shifted to a glowing 3D schematic of the ship. Dozens – maybe hundreds – of pulsing red and yellow dots blinked across its segmented hull.



Merin’s voice came from the next bed over, groggy but clear. “Still looks like a riot to me.”



Grant leaned in, eyes scanning the mess. “What’s this?”



The hamster sniffed. “Each dot represents a medical incident logged through emergency telemetry.”



“I want a video feed.”



“This is a
 medical bay,
 not a security post,” the hamster said. “We don’t spy on people. We only patch them up after they’ve made poor life choices.”



With a few taps the hamster showed Grant a running scroll of the reported medical emergencies in the last fifteen minutes.



> [RED-5] Multiple blunt force traumas sustained during cafeteria tray duel, suspect still armed with pudding.



> [YEL-3] Severe ocular impalement via sharpened toothbrush, victim requesting to keep it “for luck.”



> [RED-4] Patient force-fed a riot baton during panic; currently vibrating internally



> [BLU-1] Mild concussion, cause listed as “participating enthusiastically in motivational stabbing.”



> [RED-6] Missing arm, possibly devoured mid-fistfight with cannibal cult inmate, arm not yet recovered.



> [YEL-2] Broken ribs sustained while body-checking vending machine to death; machine survived.



> [ORG-4] Severe burns from improvised flamethrower; incident label: “educational”



> [RED-7] Decapitation via weight rack, declared as accidental.



> [RED-8] Patient converted into abstract sculpture by food recycler; reassembly not advised. NOTE – notification of maintenance for recycler clog removal



Grant squinted. “There’s nothing blinking in the nose of the ship. Like… past that line. Nothing happening there?”



The hamster tapped the screen. “Command modules. Captain’s quarters. Navigational core. Sealed off.”



“Sealed how?” he asked.



Merin grunted, sitting up with a wince. “I’m guessing the captain locked it down. Sealed the forward decks to keep the crew from getting overrun.”



Grant exhaled. “Great. So the inmates are everywhere
 except
 the one place that actually matters.”



Okay… so they seemed to have caught a break on timing and could afford to recover. That gave him a few minutes to check on something and now might be the only time to do it. He turned to the medtech. “You guys put my, uh, therapy clone into cold sleep, right?”



“Therapy clone?” Merin said suspiciously. He ignored her.



The medtech twitched her nose. “The meat popsicle? I believe so.”



“Then let's go. Show me.”



“Excuse me?”



Grant stood, climbing out of the pod and grabbing a nearby towel to wipe off the goo, pulling it around his hips and nodding toward the cryopod chamber. “The Mia clone. The one you guys cooked up and flash-froze. I want her thawed.”



Merin, perched on her nearby biobed and still wearing a headset with flashing lights from psychic recalibration, raised a brow. “Seriously? In the middle of a riot? You want a quickie with a clonecicle?”



Grant gave her a look. “I just want to make sure they do what they said and let her go, not incinerate her, in case I’m not around later.”



“It's a sex puppet!” Merin said angrily, elfin face furrowed in a frown.



“She's a clone, just like Jane... okay maybe not exactly like Jane - but she's a living person; I won't let them dispose of her like trash.”



Merin snorted, trying to sound casual. “Well, uhhh, are you sure it’s not a sex thing? Because… if that’s what you need? I could… maybe be convinced to do it...”



Her voice carried a forced nonchalance, but her body language betrayed her completely. She bit her lip the moment the words were out, glancing away too quickly. Her cheeks flushed, and she absently ran a hand through her hair like she wasn’t sure what to do with it... or where to put her eyes.



Grant blinked. “Wait, what?”



She flushed but crossed her legs slowly, thighs peeking under the short hospital gown. “Or, you know, forget it, or whatever...”



It was very obvious she was not
 not
 hoping he'd take her up on it.



Grant stared, one eyebrow raised. “Right.”



He turned to the hamster. “Show me. I want to make sure you're keeping your word.”



The hamsters scurried off to prep the thawing chamber.



In a minute one of the medtechs waved him over and led him into the adjacent chamber where the cryopod was stored. Grant followed and behind him he heard Merin make a moan of distress before she hopped off the biobed to follow.



The room was cold and humming with soft pulses of biostatic field emitters. In the center stood a coffin-like cold sleep capsule, softly lit from beneath, mist swirling around the edges like a fog machine in a nightclub.



Inside, perfectly preserved, lay the Mia clone.



She was curled in a relaxed pose, arms at her sides, the faint blue glow of cryostasis painting her skin like a fantasy pin-up. Thick, tousled dark hair around her face. She wore a sheer gauze-like bodystocking covered in monitoring sensors that reminder him of fishnet lingerie, and her full hips and ample curves stretched the minimal fabric almost to its breaking point.



“The machine outdid itself,” one of the medtechs squeaked proudly, checking a diagnostic pad. “It optimized her for genetic compatibility and maximum psychological appeal. Custom template, had to be – we’ve never designed one for a class 9 necroplanet native. Sultry, loyal, and built with reinforced skeleton and musculature for... therapeutic bonding.”



“She's okay, I guess,” Merin said stiffly, materializing at Grant's side and eyeing the cryopod like it had personally insulted her IQ. “If you're into amazons with thick thighs and suffocating knockers.”



She was pressed against Grant, nearly chest-to-arm, her hand lightly gripping his bicep, pointed ears flicking with obvious agitation despite her tone.



Grant barely noticed as he read the stasis readout. “ETA for thawing?”



“About an hour,” the medtech replied.



Another hamster wandered in and paused, blinking at Merin's proximity. It turned its scanner on her, squinting at the readouts. “Subject Merin... that's odd. She's flagged as a repeat violent offender with a loner-sociopath risk tag. Not the type to form attachments. Certainly not clingy.”



The hamster blinked, then aimed its datapad at her face. “Initiating behavioral revaluation. Stand still, please, while we conduct Psychoelectrical Signature Analysis.”



Merin bared her teeth. “Hey! I didn't consent to invasive medical testing of my brain patterns...”



“Interesting,” the hamster said, blinking. “We’re getting extremely elevated Cognitive Resonance reaction to ambient pheromone levels localized between subjects Garnt and Merin.”



Another one leaned in with a datapad. “Cross-indexed with chemistry triggers… hypersensitive dopamine pathways causing cravings... serotonin levels bottoming to affect impulsivity… oxytocin and vasopressin off the charts while endorphins seem to be in a steep valley… Yup... she’s addicted.”



Merin flushed hard. “I am
 not
 addicted.” Then curiosity overcame her. “Addicted to what?”



“His pheromones.” The hamster doc said. “You’re practically drooling on the necroplanet zombie.”



“I am not!”



The hamster lifted Grant's arm and Merin... without thinking... leaned in and took a deep whiff.



She looked a bit shy and dazed. ”Okay. Maybe. Just a little.”



“This is easily fixed. We could start the process to create a chemical blocker for a pheromone suppressant cocktail...”



“No!” Merin shouted. Then she calmed down and in a normal voice added, “I mean... no time for that. Leave. All of you. Now.” Merin shoved them toward the door.



Chex squeaked in protest. “But the process... “



“Out!”



They fled. The door hissed shut.



Merin turned to Grant, eyes glowing faintly. She slipped off the monitoring headset and let her hair fall free.



“Uh, Merin?”



“Garnt,” she said, breathless. “I... I can't focus my powers when I'm like this...” she was flushed. Eating his naked body with her eyes. “I won’t be ready when we attack the bridge…”



“Okay... and what do you want me to do about it?”



“It's for the greater good, for… for all of us.”



“What’s for the greater good?”



“I just need to have you inside me... I’ll be quick! Promise.”



Grant opened his mouth to object. Then closed it. They had at least fifteen minutes, right?



Fuck it…



He reached out and pulled her close and Merin gave a startled yelp of surprise. The next few seconds were a blur of heat, kisses, and muffled groans. She jumped up, legs around his waist, pulling at his towel. Moaning as she stuck her tongue in his mouth and grinding her hips against his abs until his hardening cock started poking her backside.



“Yes, fuck me now!” she urged.



Her hospital gown was barely clinging to one shoulder, and the open back definitely wasn’t hiding the fact she wasn’t wearing panties. He turned her and bent her over the cryopod, gown falling open as the clasps undid themselves. Her panting breath fogged the cryoglass while he reached down between her legs. The horny little elf was already wet.



As his towel dropped and he aimed his cock for her little space-elf trim, she yelped as he stretched her open.



“Wait, wait… I’m not—”



“Ready?” he asked in her pointed ear. “Too late now, pillow princess.”



Her nails scratched the glass. His name came out in stuttering syllables, and the lights flickered as something in her head slipped its leash. She gave out a long groan halfway between relief and pain as her little body accepted his big Earth cock. Moaning and gasping to take a breath as he started slamming into her faster and faster.



“Y-yeah… m-more…” she gasped when he paused to get better footing.



She rose on her toes, slender thighs tensing. Their bodies started to make wet smacking sounds, like two hands squishing applesauce, and her moans got closer together and louder. Loose items around the room started to rattle like the whole place was shaking.



As she came around his dick, her eyes glowed with blue fire like a gas flame. At the same time trays of instruments bounced into the air, datapads lifted off countertops, diagnostic tools hovered an inch off the deck. Then, just as suddenly, everything crashed back down in a noisy clatter as Merin collapsed, still bent over the cryopod, gasping, the psychic static still humming behind her eyes.



Grent felt her convulse around his cock and hoped that the space elf wasn’t going to depressurize the ship if he made her come again. Didn’t make him stop, though. Need to explode inside her taking control of his brainstem. She let out blissful moans as he plunged deeper and deeper into her, cheek pressed to the glass.



“It’s like… she’s watching…” she moaned, looking through the glass at the sleeping clone in the cryotube.



He grabbed her by the chin and tilted her head back and kissed her, filling her mouth with his tongue so she gave a muffled sigh of pleasure. She was dripping wet now, running down her thighs.



“Do you like it?” he asked her.



She moaned, yelping at every thrust, unable to form words.



“Well… if you’re not enjoying it…” he said and stopped.



“Yes!” she blurted. “Yes I do!”



He hadn’t thought it was possible, but she tightened up even more.



She came around him three times as he pounded her, each time making nearby electronics flicker and have a power surge. She was a firecracker... not fireworks. Quick, loud, hard, and leaving both of them gasping.



Just before Grant could finish, Merin twisted out from under him, spun around, and dropped to her knees.



“The hormone treatment,” she said with fake clinical clarity. “Is best delivered orally.”



Her tongue ran over him like an icecream cone.



He leaned against the cryopod, one hand braced, one eye rolling back as she swallowed him as deep as he could.



He let out a satisfied yell as he came and Merin made a muffled sound of alarm around the dick in her mouth, throat working as she swallowed mouthful after mouthful. But as soon as she’d consumed it, she gave a happy moan of pleasure and a sigh, slurping for more, not wanting to miss a drop.



She finally came up for air, letting out a giggle like she was drunk.



“Mmmm, Garnt… that was a lot…”



 



***



 



Grant and Merin strolled back into the main recovery bay to discover the autodoc pods had already finished their cycles and cracked open, disgorging the two patients. Grant found his clothes where the hamsters had discarded them and quickly pulled his jeans on. Boomi emerged first, wobbling a little and stamping her feet to wake herself up. Alice followed, the naked redhead quickly reaching for a towel as she spotted Grant watching her.



Boomi blinked at Merin. Then grinned.



“Why do you look like a Nebulon eel that just shorted a grav-fence and slithered away with the power core?”



Merin froze. “I do not!” she protested.



Alice raised an eyebrow.



Boomi tilted her head, antennae twitching. “You totally do...” Her eyes went wide. “You and Grant had sex, didn’t you!”



“W-What? No!”



Boomi pointed. “Grant is too relaxed and you’re glowing. And I can still
 smell
 it.”



“There wasn’t time! It was just... “



“Unfair!” Boomi pouted. “Why didn’t I get any?”



Grant rubbed his temples. “You were unconscious...”



“So? You could’ve
 multi-tasked
 ,” Boomi crossed her arms. “It would've been so easy, too! I wouldn't even have been awake! Is it too much to ask that you at least finger me if you're going to do it while I'm sleeping? I expect better planning from our fearless leader.”



Grant sighed.



This jailbreak was going to be the death of him. Or worse: the start of a very complicated HR report.



The medbay lights flickered, then stabilized. A datapad chirp sounded, and one of the hamsters tapped a console. Jane’s face and voice came through the comms screen, clear and cold as a cryo-shower, taking in the room.



“Garnt, are you done exchanging DNA with a psychic terrorist or do I need to reassign the jailbreak to a less pheromone-intensive meat puppet?”



Grant stepped over a pile of discarded autodoc gowns and belted his toolbelt back on along the way to tilt the comms panel. “I can do both. What's the situation Jane?”



“Wait,” Alice said. “Aren’t the comms being monitored?”



“I’m on the medbay’s secure private consultation line,” Jane said with a tone that implied ‘of course I thought of that, idiot’. “Patient confidentiality means it’s secured from the sleestak access. Now... as I was about to show you…”



A flickering hologram burst into the air... an interactive 3D wireframe display of the entire prison ship. Glowing nodes, shifting lines of red and blue, and the occasional ad pop-up for
 Gunk-Chugger Protein Beverages
 cluttered the screen.



Jane highlighted the central spine corridor in red. “The sleestak have consolidated their remaining security forces north of bulkhead 14. They control the central spine corridor between the midship and the bow, including all access routes to the bridge.”



“Yeah, we noticed that too… How many are there?”



“Forty-six remaining sleestak guards, armed and bunkered down. The prison riot in the mid sections has failed to breach their blockade.”



“Of course it has,” Alice muttered. “Too many guards. Not enough brains.”



Jane zoomed in. “However, internal modules along the spine are still connected by maintenance service corridors and environmental bypass systems.”



Grant nodded. “I can confirm that. We had to take a detour through the sleestak crew quarters.” He pointed to the compartments near the bow of the ship. “What are these pods up here, on the other side of bulkhead 14… before the bridge?”



“Environmental Service pods. Air, water, waste, food prep.”



He thought it over. “Could we flood the area maybe? Pipe water in there?”



“Possibly,” Jane said. “But then how would you get through?”



“I like a stand-up fight and a chance to beat the shit out of some lizards as much as the next gal,” Alice said. “But four against forty?”



Bonda, who had been silently absorbing everything from her corner, raised a gooey eyestalk.



“Sorry, Bonda, five against forty.”



“Uhhhh... no that wasn’t what I wanted to say. Why don't we just go through the vents?”



The room went quiet. “Say again?”



“The junction above Life Support module connects to the waste reclamation filters, then leads to the forward side of the gravity buffers by Hydro Processing. If you slip through the mid-pipe behind the waste pump, you’ll land in the cisterns behind bulkhead 14.”



Everyone stared.



“How do you know that?” Merin asked.



“That's what I do. No cell on this ship can hold me.”



“You've gone this way before?”



“Yes.”



Alice crossed her arms. “You're suggesting we swim through water treatment and pop out the other side? That's a death trap. One jammed hatch and we drown in recycled toilet wine.”



“It is statistically better than a frontal assault on a fortified position at bulkhead 14,” Jane added helpfully. “Which would result in an 84% chance of total party annihilation.”



“Appreciate the optimism,” Grant muttered.



Jane zoomed in again, now tracing Bonda’s route with a flickering blue line. “Confirmed. The route Bonda suggests bypasses central security at the bulkhead. However, the twenty-meter transfer pipe she references is currently flooded with biofluid.”



“Oh... yeah it is. Is that a problem?” Bonda asked.



“Only if you're not an amphibian slug, you idiot!” Alice snapped. “I'm not a bad swimmer but that pipe is pretty narrow. We'd be crawling along inside it. Could take five minutes. Maybe ten.”



“So… we drown,” Boomi said.



“Negative,” Jane said, switching the display to a schematic of the pipe. “Spaceship systems can’t rely on gravity to flow liquid. They use self-contained gravimetric sleeves. I can temporarily invert the polarity and reverse-flow the chamber, flushing it dry. The resulting vacuum impulse should accelerate transit to approximately 24 kilometers per hour.”



Grant squinted. “You’re gonna flush us down the pipe like a toilet.”



“Accurate.”



Alice groaned. “I hate this plan.”



Grant grinned. “I love this plan. Everyone gear up. We’ve got a vent to catch.” He paused. “Good job, Bonda.”



The slug gave every impression of puffing up with pride. Quivering like she’d been waiting her whole life to be useful.



 



***



 









Chapter 33
    
 
: Flushed Away




 



The crawlspace between the medbay module and the water processing plant next door smelled like ozone and feet. Bonda led the way, slithering through the narrow duct like a pro, leaving a thick trail of glistening yellow slime behind her. Grant followed, elbows dragging, nose full of... whatever banana-colored sadness Bonda excreted.



“This is the least sexy wet tunnel I've ever been inside,” he muttered.



Behind him came Boomi, grunting as she belly-scooted along the goo path like a perky otter with murder in her heart.



“This is
 so
 degrading,” Merin groaned from behind her, trying to keep her hair out of the slime. “You know this stuff is mildly acidic, right?”



“Think of it as a chemical peel,” Alice replied from the back, voice dry. “There are Beverly Hills housewives who pay top dollar for this.”



Grant watched ahead of him as Bonda reached the exit grille, popped it open with a gentle squish, and slid out into a darkened chamber filled with the soothing ambient hum of industrial-grade plumbing.



Grant emerged next, hauling himself out and rising to his feet, slime-slick and armed with exactly zero dignity. Before him sprawled the guts of the water processing module: a cavern of catwalks, enormous filtration vats, pulsating conduit cables, whirring centrifugal pumps, and control panels covered in faded warning stickers from half a dozen defunct space megacorporations.



He turned and helped pull each woman out of the slippery vent. Like a KY-gel wrestling match for local ladies the Lucky Star had hosted one night.



Boomi landed in his arms, her tank top practically transparent now, every movement bouncing with physics-defying elasticity. Her nipples were visible through her soaked shirt, and she didn’t seem to care.



Merin flopped out next, wet t-shirt and shorts of her prison uniform clinging to every curve, and blinked up at him through damp lashes. “You're enjoying this.”



“Not
 not
 enjoying it,” Grant replied.



Alice crawled out last, body-hugging Space Y jumpsuit slick from neck to boots, her red hair matted down like a shampoo ad gone rogue.



“You good?” he asked.



“Let’s just get this over with,” she growled, wrenching her ponytail free.



They followed Bonda across the catwalks, stepping over pipes and sidestepping vents belching mist. The humming grew louder as they approached the far end of the chamber, where a two-foot-wide pipe descended out the funnel-shaped bottom of a processing tank like a hungry metal worm.



Bonda slithered up the ladder, started to unscrew the hatch. Grant and the others followed until they were gathered at the catwalk around the vat. The stench hit them in a wave when Bonda opened the covering and peeked in. Alice doubled over gagging.



“What kind of water is this?” Alice asked, already sounding defeated.



“Post-solid extraction phase,” Bonda said.



“Translation: it’s butt water,” Boomi added helpfully.



“Yup,” Grant said. “That's pre-flavored soup mix, all right.”



Each of them had sealed their gear into thick, biohazard-marked plastic bags taken from the medbay. Grant made sure the duct tape sealing Boomi’s was airtight while she grinned up at him like she was trying to make a swimsuit calendar.



“What's this adhesive material called?” she asked, eyeing the roll of silver tape. “It's amazing!”



“Duct tape.”



“It’s made from aquatic fowl?”



“No, 'duct', d-u-c-t tape.” He spelled it out, wondering just how much of what he said was misinterpreted by the alien girls’ micronaut translators.



“Oh,” she seemed disappointed.



Jane’s voice crackled over a nearby wall unit. “Gravity inversion protocol primed. On my signal, the tank will be evacuated through the mid-line transport pipe and you will be ejected from the downstream terminal. I will also reverse gravity in the corresponding sector to provide tactical disruption.”



“Translation?” Grant asked.



“You're about to get flushed,” Alice replied. “And don't expect gravity on the far end. But on the bright side the sleestak won’t be expecting it.”



A low rumble started beneath their feet. The surface of the tank began swirling into a lazy whirlpool.



Grant stepped forward.



“I'll go first.”



Alice grabbed his arm. “No offense, but if you get stuck in there, we all die behind you. We should go smallest to largest. It’s basic drain-safety.”



Grant blinked. “I’m not going to get stuck…”



Before he could argue, Bonda squeaked and belly-dived into the vat with surprising grace.



“No hesitation,” Grant said, impressed.



Merin followed, a muttered curse on her lips.



Boomi gulped, arms wrapped around her plastic-sealed rifle. “I'd always hoped to die getting choked out, but this isn't what I meant,” she said with a brave smile. She closed her eyes and stepped over the edge.



Alice hesitated, shot Grant a look like she might never forgive the pipe, and dove.



Grant stood alone, the tank draining fast. “Time to get recycled.”



He took one deep breath, clutched the sealed medbag to his chest, and jumped. And down the space toilet he went.



 



***



 



Grant had ridden mechanical bulls, dirt bikes, and the world’s most illegal roller coaster in Juarez. Nothing prepared him for being flushed like a fat hairball down a goddamn zero-G sewage pipe.



He whooshed through the gravity-inverted tube, surrounded by the worst-smelling water this side of a colon cleanse. He tried not to think about what was in it... he really did. Honestly… it couldn’t be much worse than the average water-ride theme-park.



He knew he was reaching the end when he slammed into the pipe wall where the tube bent at an angle. He forced himself to keep his lips pinched shut when he wanted to yelp in pain.



Then he shot out of the open hatch at the far end like a turd from a cannon.



There was no sense of falling, just that hollow rollercoaster-stomach-dropped feeling. The room he entered had no gravity and the force of the pressure in the drain bounced him hard off the surface of the compartment. Left him spinning and floating.



No gravity... None. Nada.



Opening his eyes he saw it was a big open space… some sort of open bay or wide connector module with enough room for dozens. Probably why the sleestak chosen it as their front line of defence. The flow from the pipe cut off behind him and the liquid that had already flowed into the room had formed one massive suspended blob of filthy water wobbling in place, held together by surface tension. Grant still had enough velocity from the pipe he punched through it, emerged dripping on the far side, and slammed into the ceiling with a grunt.



“Agh! Oh hell...”



He flailed, rebounded, and finally caught a pipe with his left arm. The chamber spun around him.



The fight had started without him.



Sleestak guards in full armor suits floated like angry armored balloons, hissing and clawing at nothing. Twenty... maybe thirty of them. Some had lost their guns. A few had managed to grab onto the floor... or walls... or ceiling? In zero-G it was anyone's guess. Others just flailed, caroming off control consoles and coolant tanks like pinballs in a 3D arcade game.



A human body shot across the room in a blur. Grant’s brain caught up just fast enough to realize it was Boomi.



She bounced off a wall, twisted in mid-air like a horny flying squirrel, and intercept-kicked a sleestak in the face. The lizard’s helmet cracked with a beautiful
 CRUNCH
 , and the body spiraled off into the air. She'd transferred all her movement to the sleestak and was left hovering in the air, like a cueball after transferring all its energy into the ball it hit.



He saw she had leveled her .22 and popped a shot off mid-spin, tagging a second Sleestak right through the visor. Then physics betrayed her.



The gun kicked, taking Boomi with it.



The recoil launched her backwards with a yelp, arms and legs flailing as she rocketed across the chamber.



“Watch out!”



Grant was still catching his breath, floating in a dripping haze of dead-butt soup, when he realized something crucial: they had the element of surprise. The sleestak had been arranged around the doors waiting for Grant or someone to force his way through and face a deadly crossfire… that had all been shattered as the gravity vanished and they were attacked from behind. It wouldn’t last forever… maybe about thirty more seconds.



But he'd learned that was a long time in a real fight... an eternity.



A sleestak spinning near the door control console opened fire mid-tumble.



The violet laser beam sliced the air like a drunk god scribbling with a death marker. It carved a path of sparks and explosions across the chamber, skipping off pipes and consoles in a pyrotechnic meltdown straight out of a metal concert light show. A burst hit a coolant line, and blue mist vented into the air like a vape dragon caught in a wind tunnel.



“Great,” Grant muttered, floating helplessly with his arms windmilling. “Now it’s a rave.”



From the drifting blob of sewage water, Bonda launched like a torpedo.



She hit the laser-wielding sleestak square in the gut with a wet
 SPLAT
 . Sent the lizard cartwheeling backwards into a huddle of three others who had finally found stability clinging to a conduit cluster. All four sleestaks scattered, limbs flailing, one of them losing his helmet and his lunch, a vomit spiral that sailed majestically past Grant’s head.



“Eight ball in the corner pocket,” he mumbled.



But Grant was still useless, stuck floating in the air. Every flail made him spin more. No traction. No leverage. No clue. He was a space piñata waiting to get shot.



Meanwhile, Alice was a damn supernova.



He watched as she pushed off a wall ducking into a spin with barely a whisper, her limbs tucking in to speed her spin. A laser beam whiffed past her. Swung back, probating at her like a flashlight beam. But she stretched out her arms and legs... slowed... then tucked them in and rolled again, speeding up. The beams kept missing. Couldn’t touch her. She was controlling the speed of her spin and movement by tucking her arms in, like a figure skater who could spin faster by pulling her arms in as she turned.



Years ago, he'd taken a girl he'd been seeing to that French acrobat circus once, expecting to hate the entire thing. What kind of circus didn't even have elephants? But midway through the performance, watching these half-naked rope-dancer girls floating a hundred feet above the stage, held up by nothing but silk scarves, seeming to defy gravity in new and sexy ways, he'd discovered the appeal.



That's what Alice reminded him of. A zero-gravity acrobat, held up by nothing but skill and grace.



Alice’s eyes locked on her target: the clear plastic biohazard bag floating mid-chamber, sealed tight around her triple-barreled shotgun. She must have lost hold of it when she'd slammed into the wall exiting the pipe.



She intercepted it mid-spin, flipped, and without even opening the bag... fired.



BOOM!



Both barrels. The shot ripped through the bag, shredded the three Sleestaks in its path, and launched Alice backward. She crashed into another Sleestak behind her, feet first, and rode the lizard like a surfboard. Slammed the guard into a bulkhead with a
 crunch
 , and stayed on top, bending her knees to absorb the impact. Like she’d planned it from the start.



Which, of course, she had.



Grant realized he'd been hanging uselessly in a slow spin, helplessly watching, limbs akimbo. Plastic bag with his gear drifting just out of reach.



Time to do something useful before the girls kill everyone without me.



Stretching out he tried to reach the bag. “C’mon, baby... Daddy needs his boomstick.”



He grasped at the air like a drowning man trying to grab the rope just out of reach. As he spun, he caught a glimpse of the two sleestaks eyeballing him across the room. Clinging to a support beam with their clawed toes, they snarled in unison. Then they kicked off.



Straight at him.



Teeth, claws, riot armor... organic murder torpedoes.



His fingers dimpled the plastic and then he had it, Pulled it close. But it was too well sealed shut with duct tape. “Aw, come on!” Grant fumbled with the slippery plastic of the garbage bag, trying to tear it open. “Fucking open up!”



The lizards were almost on him. Their fanged maws were stretched in snarls of hatred, eyes locked on him like twin targeting lasers. There was no cover. No momentum. No leverage. Just Grant, spinning like a drunk beach ball.



Then everything yanked sideways.



Grant was suddenly whipped backward like a fishing lure on high-test wire, the two sleestak streaking past him – unable to slow or alter course – continued on, impacting right into the floating blob of recycled toilet water with a
 bluurp-brlurp
 . They flailed, hissing and choking inside the sludge orb, limbs flapping as they sank deeper.



Grant slammed into something soft and warm and very much shaped like a woman.



Merin.



“Gotcha,” she whispered into his ear, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, thighs locked tight around his waist. She was grinning up at him. A trickle of blood ran from her nose.



Shit… she used her powers to pull me out of the way…



Grant finally found the loose corner of a strip of duct tape and got the damn bag open. He slid the satchel with his ammo and gear around Merin's neck and clicked the safety off his shotgun.



Boomi whizzed by overhead, apparently unconcerned about her speed, actually laughing her ass off. Just before she hit the floating pool of water, she fired her rifle like a jetpack, changing course and heading across the room where she targeted another sleestak guard. The lizard took the light caliber round through the thigh like a blow from a 20mm cannon, leg practically torn off.



As the shot sent Boomi spinning again, she giggled and fired the opposite direction to slow herself down.



A laser beam probed at Grant from somewhere in the room, narrowly missing him. Then a second. The next one sizzled across his back, another kissed his arm, burning flesh and making his muscles twitch. Merin let out a shriek and used his body as a shield.



There... he spotted them. A pair of sleestaks with laser carbines.



Grant gritted his teeth. “Hang on.”



Merin wrapped herself around him tighter, legs clamping down, face pressed against his chest. He could feel her heart beating hard.



He aimed the shotgun... not at the sleestaks.



But away from them.



The blast slammed him backward like a sandwich fired out of a t-shirt cannon at a baseball game. Grant rocketed across the room, Merin still gripped tight, straight at the two lizards trying to line up their next shot. Seeing him coming they fired continually... more than one laser scoring across his back.



Too late; the distance closed shockingly fast.



Impact.



His teeth clicked together at the blow, burned back flaring in pain. He slammed with a full-body impact into a sleestak that snapped its neck with a wet
 crunch
 . Grant could feel the crumbling bone through his body. 



The first sleestak's body had slowed his flight considerably, and Grant twisted in midair, shoved the barrel of the shotgun into the other lizard’s chest, and fired. The recoil sent the second sleestak flying backward in a neat arc, a streamers of green blood fountaining from the hole in its torso.



Grant and Merin flew the opposite direction, spinning slowly together.



Grant slammed into the far wall like a sack of tactical potatoes. His back screamed, his ribs complained, but his brain was already ignoring the signals, the cold white rush of adrenaline kicking in. Like a cooling blanket.



He might be hurt, but he wasn't spinning in midair anymore, and more importantly he had a solid base to work from.



Grant grabbed the roll of duct tape from his toolbelt where it floated anchored to Merin. “Down,” he commanded, and the space-elf swung off him to grab a cabinet handle in the wall of the compartment.



Tearing four long strips from the roll, Grant bent and slapped it down hard in a pair of Xs over the tops of his boots and onto the surface of the wall. It wasn’t elegant, but it gave him something he hadn't had since being flushed into this zero-gee madhouse: a sense of up and down. With his feet stuck to a fixed surface, his body aligned, and the chaotic spin in his brain settled just enough to aim. He raised the shotgun, took in the floating sleestaks like ducks in a carnival booth, and smiled grimly.



Anchored by his boots, a cold gin covered his mouth as he opened fire.



BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.



Buckshot ripped through zero-gee like a cloud of angry bees. Sleestaks spun and burst open like overstuffed meatball subs. One cartwheeled away minus an arm. Another caught a full blast center-mass and became a green mist with armor chunks.



He was still shooting, finger squeezing the trigger, when the realized the gun was empty, chamber open and smoking.



“Ammo bag!” he called to Merin. 



Alice was already way ahead of him. “Hold your fire.”



Before he could reload she moved through the air like a zero-gravity ballerina with a vendetta. Every twist, every spin, every slice of her machete looked like it belonged in a music video choreographed by Jackie Chan. Sleestaks came apart in slow motion around her. One had its helmet sliced clean off – head still intact inside it. Another caught a knee to the throat followed by a blade to the ribs. She reached a wall, spun midair, planted her feet against it and gently pushed off – like an olympic swimmer at the end of the pool – crossing the room again like a razor through water.



“Showoff,” Grant muttered, digging in his bag for fresh shells.



The without warning the room was split in half by a beam of pure white-violet fury, missing Alice by inches and vaporizing a chunk of the far wall. Bright as a giant arc-welder. Like a bolt of lightning.



The
 KERACK
 of the wall exploding in molten fragments hurt his ears.



“What the hell was
 that
 ?”



Merin’s eyes went wide. “That’s a vehicle-mounted plasma cutter. They brought a vehicle-mounted gun to a knife fight.”



Grant searched the room the general direction of where the shot had come from. Behind the floating sewage blob, a new sleestak emerged... bulkier, more heavily armored, with officer stripes and a big-ass cannon fused to a powered harness. The gun looked as big as a jackhammer and probably the kind of weapon you’d use to murder buildings.



“Guess someone read the after-action reports,” Grant muttered. “They knew the regular pew-pews weren’t cutting it.”



The cannon whined again. Another beam carved through the air, missing Alice’s ankle by an inch and punching a molten ring into a coolant tank that began spraying neon mist like a ruptured rave canister. His hand went to the 357 in his belt.



Well... so long as they broke the rules first...



He glanced at Merin, expecting her to bitch him out about it. But the girl had her eyes closed. Focused. Hands balled in fists.



The blob of water behind the Sleestak began to ripple.



Then a tendril extended – thin, sinuous – sliding forward like a curious eel made of shitwater. It reached the cannon-armed sleestak’s back. Found the release latch on the vacuum suit. Popped it open. Then poured inside.



Grant couldn’t look away.



The lizard stiffened. Twitched. Clawed at its own helmet. But it was too late.



The water filled the suit, rising rapidly, pressing against the inside of the faceplate. The sleestak’s eyes bulged. It screamed bubbles in the brown liquid. Thrashed for a good thirty seconds before its movement got uncoordinated and random. Then it was still. Drowned in its own goddamn armor. Filled to the brim with recycled poop broth.



Grant winced. “Fuuuuck me... That’s a bad way to go.”



 



***



 



Grant caught the space-elf as she went limp and her eyes fluttered open. 



“Beat that,” she whispered with a weak grin. Blood was trickling from both ears now.



He stashed her between his legs, floating body gripped between his knees, and reloaded. There were fewer targets now; Boomi and Alice had been busy. He shouldered the gun, found a living sleestak, and fired. Sent its limp form bouncing across the room leaking green blood. Went on to the next one. He made sure to pick targets away from the two lethal girls slicing through the room. He didn't even empty the tube magazine before there were no enemies to tear up.



In the silence that followed the gunfight, the mess of objects in the room spun lazy and silent, like the inside of a snow-globe.



Chunks of sleestak. Bits of armor. Green blood. Loose weapons. Shredded plastic. Empty shotgun and 22 shells. And in the middle of it all – like some horrific, slow-motion aquarium exhibit – drifted the floating blob of recycled filth, wobbling lazily now that the firefight was over.



An empty 22 casing floated past Grant, brass pinging off the deck at his feet.



Using his hunting knife Grant sliced the tape from his boots and snagged Merin before she could float away. His body ached, criss-crossed in laser burns, and his trigger finger had gone a little numb.



Bonda slid out of the sewage ball with a
 blorp
 , sending up a small volcano of goo and mucus. “Is it over?”



“Define ‘over,’” Grant muttered.



Merin bobbed next to him, one hand clamped over her nose. Blood smeared her upper lip, and dripped from her pointed ears.



“Are you well?” Bonda asked.



“Mentally flaying someone with shitwater takes a toll,” she said thickly.



Boomi whooshed by upside down, spinning slow loops through the zero-G battlefield. “Did you
 see
 me? I was like
 pew pew kick
 and then
 WHOOSH
 and then bam! Knock-knock, who's there? Bullet delivery!”



“Yeah, great… Quit flying around and get down here!”



“Yes daddy!” she said quickly.



Alice, reaching a wall and, hanging by a jutting pipe, kicked off, twirling with absurd grace toward the heavy laser cannon now floating freely beside the drowned sleestak officer.



She grabbed it, craned her neck to look 'up' and inspect the damage to the wall it had blasted. The surface of the impacts were still glowing orange.



She whistled. “How desperate you have to be to fire one of these
 inside
 a pressurized ship?”



“Grant,” Merin grabbed his sleeve and pointed. “There...”



He spotted a blinking yellow triangle on a far wall. With a carefully gentle push he kicked off toward it, zeroing in on an emergency kit stenciled with corporate doublespeak so dense it nearly caused brain damage:



IN THE EVENT OF HAZARDOUS FLUID DISSEMINATION, PLEASE INITIATE PERSONAL BIO-NEUTRALIZATION VIA CONTAINMENT CLEANSING MODULE. FAILURE TO COMPLY MAY RESULT IN NEGATIVE CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AND PENALTIES AS DEFINED IN THE HYGIENE LIABILITY WAIVER, SECTION 7-E.



Merin grabbed one of the support bars and started breaking emergency seals, cranking dials and finally unfolded a hazard-marked door and pressed a big button.



There was a low, vibrating hum and then with a sound like the bassline of a rock concert all the blood, gore and filth from the sewer pipe seemed to jump off her body in a cloud and get sucked up.



“That's better,” she sighed.



An industrial contamination emergency shower.



“Bingo.”



Moving her aside he grabbed the side rail of the station and swung inside to hit the button. A moment later, sonic pulses hit his body, blasting him clean of filth, sweat, and space sewage.



“Oooohh mama, that’s the good buzz.”



Boomi and Alice noticed and there was a race to be next. Grant watched with amusement until one of the comms panels by the bulkhead door pinged and came to life.



“Garnt? You there?”



It was Jane. As the girls argued he couldn't hear what the blue amazon was saying so he carefully swung along the wall to reach the comms panel, avoiding the worst of the floating blood.



“Ship’s morgue,” he answered. “You serve, we slice. What's up, Jane?”



Jane’s voice chirped over the intercom with all the cheer of a disappointed substitute teacher. “Grant, I’m reading a pressure drop in your compartment.”



“Say again?”



“Localized structural failure detected. That area is slowly losing pressure. But it could get worse. Recommend—”



BANG!



A section of the far wall, right where the heavy laser had carved its last angry graffiti,
 ripped outward
 . Blasted out of the room.



Atmosphere whooshed then the sound of vanishing air rose to a shriek. Bodies, blood, loose junk, and the floating ball of sewage all
 lurched
 toward the breach, slowly picking up speed.



 



***



 



 



 









Chapter 34
    
 
: Acceptable Catastrophe




 



Grant’s ears popped as the green swirls of blood around him began to drift in long, lazy ribbons, mixing with the sewage-slick gray water that bobbed slowly in the compartment. A dead sleestak body bumped past with a 22-caliber hole in his chest plate. Slit-pupiled eyes wide, arms limp, armor crumpled like foil.



The roar wasn’t sound anymore, it was pressure. The silence of space wasn’t silent at all. It howled through the hull like a predator sucking meat from bone.



A suction that began to pull him.



Grant twisted mid-float, muscles burning, and spotted the hole. Ragged edges. As big as a fist. A punch-through from that laser cannon. The wall of the ship peeled open like a soda can under a boot. Everything not bolted down – weapons, bodies, sludge – rushed toward it. Including the air.



His lungs tightened. Gravity gone. Blood pattered against his body like horizontal rain. The pressure differential sucked fluids and corpses alike toward the breach. Alice, twenty feet behind him, flailed like swimming upstream against the current. Trying to pull herself out of the grip of the suction.



“Grant!” she shouted, voice cracking. “We’ve gotta get out of here! One more minute and this whole room’s going out the hole!”



Boomi screamed… a breathless, voiceless cry as the white-haired girl was struck by a body streaming towards the puncture, knocked aside.



Merin clung to Grant’s back like a monkey. His eye was caught by the bright yellow shape of Bonda, swimming like a snake, reaching for the nearest compartment wall. The slug's massive body splatted against the wall and clung there before sliding over the surface towards the bulkhead door at the rear of the compartment.



“Get to the door!” Merin yelled in his ear, voice barely audible over the roar.



Grant kicked off the wall. Hard. But it was like swimming through a wind tunnel made of meat. Bodies slammed into him – soft, heavy, awful. A sleestak arm. A stunray beamer. Something that used to be a lizard guard. The current took them, Merin letting out a shriek as they started to be pulled towards the breach.



Alice lost her battle, spun backward past them.



Boomi was the closest, and the first to hit the body pile forming at the breach. Sleestak corpses jammed together, too big to fit through, wedged in the hole like a cork in a cursed bottle. Their armor clattering together against the bulkhead. Fluids sprayed. Air and liquid howled past them.



Grant slammed against the pile next to Alice and Boomi. The squishy pile or armored bodies shifting like a rubber raft on water. Caught. Pinned by pressure and vacuum physics.



No way forward. No way back.



Grant’s eyes scanned. Mind worked. The air was getting thin. How much longer until it ran out? Low gravity. High suction. Too far from the door. No traction.



But…



He had a shotgun.



“Alice!” he barked. “Boomi! Use the guns, fire backwards!”



Boomi struggled, being drawn deeper into the pile, drowning in bodies. “Help!”



Alice threw herself flat and grabbed Boomi by the hair before she sank under. Gave a yell and pulled her out.



Merin still clinging to him, Grant slid a few shells into the shotgun and racked one into the chamber. Alice and Boomi were following his example. The redhead reloaded two small shotgun shells into the break action survival gun while Boomi fed rounds into the 22 – fumbled and dropped several with a yell as they fell into the bodies and were sucked under. All three of them adjusted their position, braced with feet apart on the shifting pile of bodies and checked the angle of the gun.



“Aim for the door! On three,” Grant yelled. “One... two... THREE!”



BOOM!
  



Grant fired into the pile at his feet. So did Alice. A crack from Boomi’s .22 followed half a beat later. The recoil slammed them backward. Alice flew first, arms pinwheeling. Boomi next, flailing. Grant, with Merin strapped tight, was heaviest and even the greater power from the big 12-gauge shell was struggling. They hurtled across the room toward the door.



Partway there it started to close.



Grant's stomach dropped. “Oh you son of a...”



It clanged shut before they could reach it. Grant eyed the grab-bars set around the door and readied to grab one. Watched Boomi and Alice slam into the wall and scramble for a grip, then it was his turn.



The metal bar nearly slipped from his grasp, but Merin grabbed it, legs wrapped around his waist, and he managed a second desperate grab, the metal smacking into his palm this time and holding tight.



The air kept tearing out of the room, dragging everything with it. The four of them dangling from the wall handle welded near the doorframe.



It was getting hard to breathe.



Alice swung in beside him, latched onto a bar with one hand, the other still gripping her gun and coppery hair streaming out behind her. Boomi had the rifle slung and both arms wrapped around a piece of embedded conduit, legs swinging like a balloon in a breeze. The psychic on Grant’s back whimpered, a limp doll hanging on for dear life.



Below them, the breach hissed, bodies still jammed in the hole, blood and sewage trailing like streamers into the void.



“What… happened?” Boomi gasped, trying to suck in the thin air.



“Bonda fucked us!” Grant snarled.



“Pressure’s… dropping,” Alice choked out. “…hurry!”



The speaker on the comms unit beside the door crackled.



Jane’s voice: “If you can hear me, there was an automatic lockdown. Pressure dropped too low in the compartment, so it sealed itself. Hang on.”



Grant saved his breath.
 Is that a joke...?



“Calm down, follow my instructions. I'm going to walk you through releasing the manual door locks.”



Grant reached the door. No handle. Just a panel. Locked tight.



Alice moved in beside him, wheezing for breath, pulling her multitool. “Got it... one… second…”



She pried off the panel. Weird plastic spaghetti and meatballs of alien electronics spilled out like fish guts. Her hands trembled. Too little air. Not enough time.



Jane's voice came through the comm: “Okay, Alice, you’re looking for the red and white striped conduit. Don’t cut it! Just isolate it. Then find the release toggle on the actuator below.”



Alice scanned the tangle of components, brow furrowed. Gave Grant a look. They were all striped. At least four red ones and two pink…



Jane didn’t miss a beat. “Focus. Twist the second one counterclockwise. Gently.”



Alice picked one, her hand fumbled with the plier-end of the multi-tool. The wire sparked.



“Gah! That’s
 clockwise
 ! Try again… actuator release, not the junction coil.”



“Just explain it!” Alice yelled and had to gulp air.



“I
 am
 !” Jane snapped. “Now bypass the relay and wedge the toggle open with anything metal.”



Alice’s hands shook harder. “Grant… can’t…”



He moved in. Pushed Alice aside, grabbing the tool.



No offense... She might’ve put out an electrical fire in a space station, but he’d once done a turbine install turbines in a thunderstorm with a broken thumb.



He jammed two fingers into the mess, found the hydraulic release. Jammed a multi-bit in the manual override. Twisted.



Something hissed.



Then clunked.



The bulkhead slid open.



Air rushed out like a miracle. Grant grabbed Alice by the scruff and swung her over the threshold. Gasping, flailing. There was gravity on the other side of the door, and she collapsed onto the floor in a heap. Boomi was next then Grant went last, Merin hugged to his body.



He thumped to the deck and the slug clung to the door control, closing the airtight door behind him. The screaming loss of air came to a stop.



Bonda slithered up to them, eyestalks bobbing in a way that implied worry. “When the doors closed, I couldn’t make them open again!” the slug wailed.



“All good, sluggo, we made it.”



Grant’s chest heaved as he sucked in air. Alice rolled onto her back, panting, eyes wide.



“Some rocket scientist… can’t even open a door,” he grumbled.



Instead of an angry glare she just gave a tired smile.



 



***



 



Grant hauled himself off the deck. Functioning on spite and gristle. His lungs burned like he’d just run a marathon, his knuckles ached, and every part of him felt bruised by physics. Around him, his crew did the same… Alice groaning as she rolled onto her side, Boomi wheezing like she’d just taken a bite of ghost pepper. He turned to the space elf and found her breathing shallowly but conscious. She gave him a quick nod.



“I’m fine.”



Using the wall for support Grant looked up the corridor and saw it… the bridge door. Just ahead. Reinforced, sealed, and radiating smug security, but they’d made it. No more guards. No more distractions. Just a few more steps and the ship was theirs.



The lights above flickered red. From a wall-mounted intercom, a new voice warned,
 “Unauthorized bridge approach detected. All unsanctioned personnel must immediately disengage or face corrective motivational vaporization. Thank you for choosing Helpmate AI Logistics… Because Obedience is a Service.”



“Fuck you!” he groaned, turning to his companions. “Let’s go… this ship isn’t gonna steal itself!”



They advanced up the main spine corridor, or at least limped, staggered, and cursed creatively down the corridor. There were a few more doors to other modules: hydroponics, storage, some kind of spa deck. All of them closed tight. They ignored them all.



The complaining ship systems were a little harder to ignore as they projected cartoonish hologram alerts.



“NOTICE,”
 chirped the nearest climate control console.
 “You have voided your standard atmospheric warranty. Please consult an Atmosure™ Emergency Advisor to discuss next-of-kin options.”



A system junction box bolted to the wall of the corridor buzzed with a stern, blue-skinned AI customer service agent hologram as they passed.
 “Insurance liability detected: would you like to upgrade to DamagePlus™ Gold Protection for just 11,900 credits? Includes free reassembly and up to five post-mortem data recoveries!”



They covered the area up the deck in moments, so fast Boomi still had her head down thumbing more 22 rounds into her rifle and walked into the bridge bulkhead door.



It looked like a bank vault designed by paranoid armadillos. Three layers thick, reinforced with what the maintenance panel claimed to be 'quad-core diamond lattice'.



Bonda squinted at it, unimpressed. “That’s it… No way through. We came all this way for nothing.”



Boomi’s antennae twitched, pale eyebrows knitted. “We could get the laser cannon! Just
 cut it open!
 ”



Alice glared at her. “Brilliant. And do you maybe remember what's on the other side? How do we fly the ship with the entire flight deck slagged like a deep-fried motherboard?”



Boomi sulked. “Well at least I was
 trying.
 ”



From the back, Merin’s voice wheezed out. “Relax. Grant can open it.”



Grant stepped forward and gave it a test kick. It didn’t budge.



A panel beside the door lit up. A hologram flickered... and there he was.



Luxx.



“Sorry… not open for business!”



Grant’s stomach clenched. His fists trembled looking into the fat, smug reptile face.



Not in fear… in rage.



A slow and cold ice that filled his veins. Seeing the sadistic bastard set his teeth grinding. The Sleestak’s voice alone was enough to trigger every memory: the nightmarish intake procedure, the degrading scans, the smug laughter as Grant and Alice were split apart, the forced injections, the restraints, the pit fights, the vegetarian meal combos. All of it.



It had all started with this asshole.



Grant felt his grip tighten around the shotgun as the obese lizard hissed, flicked its tongue and blinked his eyes in a way he'd come to understand was the lizard version of a smug grin.



“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favorite unpaid demolition crew. And look, you made it all the way to the bridge!” His voice echoed through the corridor, amplified by corporate-grade speakers tuned to maximum condescension.



“I'll give you a chance to surrender,” Grant said coldly. “No conditions; it's more than you deserve.”



The lizard bared his teeth and let out a gurgling sleestak laugh. “Do you fools have any idea what you’ve done? You think you’re heroes? You just saved me billions. BILLIONS! Do you know how much a full staff costs in hazard pay and morale credits? You just wiped them out in one convenient insurance-eligible riot. And when I deliver the surviving inmates to Courthouse on schedule? I get triple subsidies for ‘emergency containment modifications.’ You’re not a prison break, you’re a
 business model.
 ”



Grant’s lip curled. “You’re bragging about turning a massacre into a tax deduction?”



“Correction: a
 quarterly gain strategy.
 ”



Grant took a step forward, shotgun in one hand, rage in the other.



Only now his fury wasn’t just focussed on the fat accountant posing as a prison warden, but a crawling, sour gut-ache that told him nothing had changed... All this distance, all this advanced technology, and these aliens were still running the same playbook as the worst suits back on Earth. Use people up. Squeeze them dry. Profit off the wreckage. It was all subsidies and tax breaks and bonus structures dressed up to disguise piracy. Deep down he'd thought meeting an advanced alien civilization in the stars might mean finding something better. Maybe it was all those childhood episodes of Space Force Five that had given him such naïve optimism. He thought he’d outgrown it… that a hard life had made him a cynic. But suddenly it hit him: deep down he’d thought it would be better. That maybe among the stars there was a better world than the shitty one he’d been given.



Instead, it was just more of the same… only now the prisons were bigger, the guys in charge were literally inhuman, and system that ground little people down was a literal meat grinder.



“Okay, asshole… You had your chance,” Grant said coldly. “Now get ready to find out what a hostile corporate takeover looks like where I come from.”



Grant turned away from the hologram and walked to the opposite corridor wall, silent, focused. Drew one of the confiscated sleestak lasers from his belt and fired, watching it barely leave a mark. The captain’s laughter still echoed from the intercom, smug and sharp like a blade made of sarcasm.



“Think that’ll work? You really are a primitive…”



The rest of the crew stood back, catching their breath, watching him work. He traded the laser for a battered universal ratchet from the toolbelt he'd liberated from engineering and began unbolting one of the rectangular maintenance panels along the corridor wall.



Boomi tilted her head. “You’re gonna hotwire the door
 again
 ?”



“Nope,” Grant muttered. “This is different.”



Two of the panels came off. The inner hull seemed to be some sort of ceramic that bullets punched through but didn't get marked by lasers or stunray sparks. Each had a recessed handle for a maintenance crew to grip for removal. Grant took hold and tested the weight. Gave a small grunt of effort to lift it. Not bad. Solid. He dragged the second one to Alice.



“Shields up,” he said.



She gave him a grin, then took the handle to lift it in front of her like a tower shield.



Grant took his and returned to the door console. On the way he swapped Boomi his shotgun for her rifle. He tried a confiscated sleestak ID card and the ‘door open’ control blinked orange and emitted an unhappy ‘bleep-boop’.



“Access
 denied
 ,” the captain crooned, voice thick with fake sympathy and gurgling smugness. “You have no idea – how could you – that this door is a very special door. Only opens with
 bridge-level clearance.
 And during an emergency lockdown, guess what? It needs
 command-level authorization.
 Which means
 me.
 Only me. Nobody else. That’s the system I invented. Because I’m smarter than you could ever be.”



He let out a bubbling, wet chuckle, somewhere between a gurgle and a smug belch.



“Very sorry, zombie. Big plan, very ambitious. But it just slammed face-first into
 reality.
 ”



Grant spat on the control pad. As soon as the micronaut-bonded DNA in his saliva hit the sensor panel the door bolts retracted with a clatter, the control pad switched green and with a loud gasp of hydraulics the multiple layers of blast door slid open.



The captain’s laugh cut off.



“What… what did you just do?” the hologram sputtered. “No… no, that’s not… those doors require triple-factor biometric… HOW DID YOU?”



Grant didn’t answer. He just grinned and raised the shield.



Twenty Sleestaks waited on the other side of the door, some of them rushing forward from deeper in the bridge. Six in full riot armor, helmets on, laser carbines powered up. The rest wore the standard blue-gray ship jumpsuits. Not guards, just ships' crew.



The moment the doors opened wide enough to expose him, all twenty opened fire on Grant.



Stun rays. Laser bolts. Non-lethal taser flechettes. The corridor lit up in a rainbow of violence.



Alice shuffled up beside him, the others crowding in the shadow of the shields. The shots crackled and snapped against their shields... harmless. The ceramic panels absorbed the beams with a low, vibrating hum. Merin and Boomi clung to Grant’s back as he huddled behind his shield.



Gripping the carrying handle, he lifted with a grunt and stepped forward.



“Move in!”



Now armed with Boomi’s .22 he carried the shield in one hand and fired the rifle one-handed around the shield’s edge. The little rifle cracked with every shot; hard to imagine a squirrel gun punching through the lizards like a cannon round – armored or not – but it went through them like paper targets.



Alice kept up, struggling a bit more with the weight of the shield but given the extra advantage she had with the lower gravity of the ship she managed what most of the aliens onboard wouldn't have been able to. She kept pace, beside him, bracing her panel with one arm and leveling her triple-barreled survival shotgun with the other.



BLAM.



The blast tore a wedge out of the defense line. One lizard took the edge of the spread; his arm shattered like glass under a hammer. He screamed once before he hit the floor.



BLAM.



The second shell ripped into three sleestak at ten feet. Armor dented, then cratered. The blast flayed the scales and muscle from ribcages, the concussive force lifting them clean off the ground.



Alice paused to snap open the gun and eject the shotgun shells, replacing them with two fresh ones.



Grant covered her. Risked a glance around the shield and fired blind. The reptile crew twisted and yelled with each hit, and most didn't move again. Lizard bodies tumbling like ten-pins, slamming into the console behind them.



Parts of the defensive line broke and by ones and twos the sleestak started to give up, trying to retreat, but with no place to go.



Luxx’s voice screamed from behind the crumbling sleestak defenders. “Do something, you useless hatch-droppings! I gave you food, water… the air you breathe! And this is how you repay me? Get in there and stop them or I swear I will
 unbirth
 every one of you and file a grievance to litigate your gene pool for damages!”



The return fire was scattered. Uncoordinated.



Grant risked a good look, seeing the bridge yawn open before them.



It was built like a set of three descending steps. Under a panoramic hemisphere of transparent alloy, showing some sort of swirling light in space show beyond. The main door behind him was on the upper deck, the middle one some sort of command deck with a big captain's chair and the bottom level was a semicircle of control stations, lights blinking, monitors flashing.



Grant stepped over the slippery, ruined bodies of dead lizards and advanced behind the shield, darting glances past it. Still more than a dozen sleestak firing and slowly retreating. These ones had cleaned out the armory and were firing everything they had: taser darts, the concussion of a sonic stunner that was an underpowered toy compared to Jane's improvised cannon, some sort of boxy beam weapon that went off like a flashbulb splashing a conical beam off the shields.  That’s when he spotted two Sleestaks in the back arming what he assumed were some sort of explosives – triangular objects that looked a bit like shark teeth the size of a lunchbox.



“Grenade!” he roared.



Levelling the .22 he started shooting but there were too many other sleestaks in the way, soaking up bullets, leaving the lizards with the grenades free to cock their arms back, ready to throw.



“Got it…” Merin cried.



Grant watched the riot trooper with the flashbang gun let out a gurgle and turn around. His arms jerked like a puppet, then he turned his oversized cannon… not on Grant, but on his own squad.



The flashbang-beam blasted with a white-blue glare. Friendly fire painting the lizard’s own side in a wide cone, making them reel back like they'd been punched in the face. Sleestaks yelped, staggered and the two with the grenades were caught mid-throw.



The grenades slipped from stunned claws. Clattered underfoot among the sleestak defenders.



WHUMP.



Then light.



A shockwave of purple concussive energy roared across the bridge. It threw unarmored sleestaks like leaves in a hurricane. The armored ones dropped to one knee, groaning. Wall panels cracked. Lizard screams of pain. The nearest control stations erupted in sparks.



Grant looked behind him just in time to see Merin collapse, blood leaking from her nose, eyes half-lidded. Boomi quickly knelt beside her.



“She's alive!”



The psychic space elf had recklessly used up her power. Left her half-dead. Grant adjusted his grip on the shield. Rage burning clean and cold inside him.



Then the thing Grant had been waiting for finally happened.



After days… weeks… of being confronted with a superior deadly creature and being too blind, too stupid, or too arrogant to accept it, the sleestak minds finally registered something deep in the lizard brain stem.



Fear.



Not just fear, but panic.



He saw the moment their moral snapped. Saw the moment it all fell apart.



The sleestak line – shaken, half-stunned, bleeding green onto the command deck – buckled like a rusted hinge. Some of them dropped their weapons and bolted to retreat to the lower decks. Fell back screaming.



That left four of them.



Maybe it was sheer stubbornness. The end product of their evolution as apex predators on their homeworld. Maybe it was bloody-minded instinct. Or maybe it was just that nothing in their entire lives had prepared them for this unthinkable moment: defeat. It was so unfamiliar their tiny lizard brains couldn’t process it.



Grant surged forward, wall panel raised, work boots slamming onto the metal decking as he built momentum and shoved like a battering. Lasers splashed against the ceramic plate in his hands… flashes of heat, hissing against the shield.



The knot of sleestaks in front of him didn’t know what hit them.



Grant slammed the shield forward like a cowcatcher on a freight train, smashing the first lizard into the wall so hard the impact cracked the ceramic and broke the Sleestak’s sealed helmet into four pieces. The second was slower, tried to step back, raised a baton. Grant shoulder-checked him sideways and drove a the barrel of the 22 into his gut and fired. Something inside crunched.



One of the last two Sleestaks threw himself on the shield, pulling it down, while the other leveled two laser pistols and fired.



One shot hit Grant square in the side, a second in the thigh. He barely noticed. The pain was lost inside the snowstorm of fury. A searing flash across muscle, a pressure wave under the skin. 



The smell of burned pork filled his nose.



Grant grunted. Turned.



Before he could tear into them, a blast hit the lizards that tore them apart in front of his eyes. Both Sleestaks were shredded. Green blood sprayed the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Ragdoll bodies sliding down off the consoles behind them.



Grant glanced to see Boomi – face smeared with soot green blood – struggling to her feet, cradling Grant's shotgun. The recoil had thrown her off her feet. 



“S’allright! I’m good…” she squeaked from the deck.



By then the only remaining lizards were the ones who had retreated to the next level of the bridge, not even bothering to drag their wounded behind them. The return fire was ragged, wild. More panic than aim.



Alice leapfrogged him, her panel-shield clanging with each step. She reached the edge of the upper terrace, gave a little hop onto the railing, and
 shoved
 her shield down like a guillotine.



It hit the second tier with a meaty
 SHHHHUNK!
 , like the arm of a paper-cutting board coming down, pinning a screaming Sleestak underneath.



She jumped after it, landed with both boots on the pinned lizard’s back. He stopped screaming with a wet crunch.



The astronaut fired both barrels of her survival gun... one into the lizards retreating for the stairs to the lower deck, one into the cluster by the wall. Two chunks taken out of the remaining survivors. She knelt to reload, hand groping on the bandolier for more shotgun shells.



A sleestak lunged at her from behind.



Grant raised Boomi’s .22. Fired. Again. Again. The lizard staggered. Took four to the chest before dropping.



Click.



Empty.



Didn’t matter.



He tossed the rifle, pulled the hammer from his belt, and jumped down into the fight.



Alice drew machete just as Grant arrived and passed her chasing the last of the sleestak. The two of them waded into the remaining lizards on the second terrace like dismantling a broken fence.



Hammer cracked bone. Machete opened flesh. The last riot trooper tried to block Grant’s swing... his forearm shattered with bones exposed. Another Sleestak ducked and caught a blow to the ribs, the hammer head shattering the entire side of the ribcage.



One tried to run… Alice hacked him in the thigh. He dropped, leg sheared clean through.



When it was done, the bridge was slick. Green blood coated the consoles. Broken sleestaks twitched or moaned. The air reeked of ozone, gunpowder, and scorched flesh.



Grant looked over the lizards – none of them likely to survive, certainly not about to get back up in the fight. He spotted a still-moving riot trooper and stepped over his ruined body, chest heaving. He grabbed the lizard by the chest plate and lifted him off the deck.



“WHERE IS HE?”



“I... need... a... doctor...” the lizard groaned. Coughed blood inside the clear visor of his helmet. Then it went limp. Dead.



“Aw, shit!” Grant dropped the body.



Alice grabbed his arm with a blood-soaked hand. “Grant...”



She pointed down.



Looking down over the railing to the bottom level of the bridge, he spotted him. The big, bloated form of Luxx.



The sleestak captain was alone in his gaudy purple satin uniform, backed up as far as he could go into the nose of the ship, back to the control panels. Illuminated under the curved view out the clear dome, kaleidoscope lights washing over him like a drug trip. 



Luxx looked a bit worse for wear. His dress uniform cap was missing, the big patch of liquid flesh concealing the bite in his neck pouch peeling as it seeped green blood. Even his exoskeleton seemed nervous… the mechanical hand that he held out over a holographic touch screen was shaking.



The other held a massive raygun in an equally shaky grasp. He looked up at them, wide-eyed, wild.



“Watch it,” Grant whispered to Alice. “That’s some sort of disintegrator pistol…”



“You go left, I’ll take right,” she said.



“You think you’ve won?” the captain shrieked; his lipless maw pulled into a deranged grin that stretched too wide. “You stupid, stinking apes! You’re nothing but meat with a price tag! Veal fattened in a pen! You think this ship is yours?”



“Ownership is nine tenths of the law where I come from,” Grant gave him a deadly stare. “Now I own everything you had.”



Luxx staggered back in his mechanical legs, belly trembling with rage and disbelief. “This is
 my
 command!
 My
 operation! I built this from nothing! I bled for this contract! I made this prison profitable! I took it from the dirt and the garbage and I turned it into a masterpiece! And now
 you
 ... you bottom-feeding biomass with thumbs... you think you can take it from me?”



He jabbed a flabby claw at Grant, shaking. “You’re not a hero, you're a criminal… a fluke! A meat error! A clerical malfunction in a jumpsuit! They’ll come for you… all of them… corporate, military, regulators. I’ve got friends in acquisitions. You’ll be a scary story they tell prisoners to make them behave!”



“Nothing they can do to me they weren’t already going to,” Grant smiled. “If anyone is the example here, it’s you, you fat fuck. They’ll teach about you in lizard grade school, about how to be so fucking arrogant and stupid you turn everything around you to shit…”



Luxx was panting now, eyes darting between Grant and Alice as they split up, each slowly taking the stairs on the opposite sides of the bridge. Then to the last of his guards bleeding out in front of him. Some vestige of doubt penetrated his blind arrogance.



“I’m the captain. I
 am
 the captain! You think that title just transfers because you bit a chunk out of me like some rabid carnival sideshow? This is a billion-credit contract! You don’t just
 steal
 that!”



He threw his arms out to the sides, voice breaking into a desperate screech. “I’m not some two-bit floor manager you can muscle out in a union vote! I’ve got legacy stock options! A platinum Plus-tier pension! Do you even know what that means? You think anyone’s gonna follow
 you
 ? You don’t have branding! You don’t have quarterly returns! You don’t even have a
 logo!
 ”



Grant held up the hammer covered in green blood. “How’s this for a logo?”



“Not one more step, you sad vermin!” the captain said, voice trembling.



“Grant!” Alice suddenly said, urgently. “The screen!”



Grant spared a glance for the glowing red control Luxx’s hand hovered near.



> CORE EJECT



> FINAL PURGE



> SAFEGUARDS DISABLED



>
 EJECT ENGINEERING MODULE?



> Y/N



Luxx panted, chest heaving. Spittle dripping from his fangs. “I’d rather burn it all down than let you touch it. You hear me? I’ll take you with me! I’ll strand you in voidspace forever, your bodies bloating, freezing, forgotten!”



He laughed... a wild, desperate, too-long-on-the-edge laugh. “You can either get back in your cages or I eject the engineering module... without the void drive to find an exit we'll be trapped in voidspace forever.”



Grant and Alice shared a look and froze from where they’d almost reached the lowest level of the bridge, flanking him from opposite sides.



“That’s right… you see it now! You’re a footnote,” the captain snarled. “A line in the ledger. And I will not be outdone by—”



His raygun hand twitched. Turned.



Toward his own face.



His lizard face was expressionless, but his eyes darted to the gun. “What—?”



The hand holding the gun quivered, as if the captain were struggling to control it, then it twitched again, turning towards himself.



“Wait… wait what are you doing?”



“Me?” Grant said. “I’m not doing anything…”



The gun trembled and lurched, his own hand planting the muzzle under the lizard's jaw.



His metal exoskeleton feet scraped helplessly at the deck. “Just make it stop! Please!”



“Hear that, Alice? He said please.”



Luxx wet himself. “
 I’m sorry, I’m
 so sorry!
 I didn’t mean to... whatever it was, I didn’t mean it! I’ll let you free! I promise!”



“I’m already free,” Grant said.



The lizard’s frills twitched, his gurgling voice climbing into a desperate whine. “You want the ship? Fine! Take the ship! I’ll give you everything – bridge access, medbay stash, even the freezer with the good meat, just – just make it stop!”



Grant didn’t say anything. Just watched.



Luxx fought to move his own hand, voice cracking between sobs and wet clicks. “I’m still valuable! I’m still
 very
 valuable! I know things! Secret things! Big things! You’ll want me… eventually, you’ll
 need
 me!”



The finger curled. Maybe realizing too late what was happening, the captain gave a strangled cry of desperation and tried to reach his other hand for the engineering module purge that hovered just out of reach. His hand got halfway before his entire body froze. Locked.



“I’m not strong, okay? I’m not like you,” he blubbered his last words. “I was never meant for this! I was just
 in charge!”



The raygun fired.



Whatever weird beam it fired, the captain’s head exploded in a bright green spray. Left his neck steaming and scorched brains and lizard-hide splattered all over the big dome-like window behind him. The body collapsed in a heap beside the core controls. Corpulent organic limbs rolling like jello while the mechanical ones twitched uncontrollably a moment then went still.



Silence.



“What the fuck…” Alice blurted.



Grant stood there, chest heaving, hammer still clutched tight in one hand, eyes locked on the mess where the captain's head used to be. 



He glanced at the console, the captain’s corpse, the smear of cooked brains dripping from the panoramic dome. No courtroom, no lawyers, no legal system was going to save Luxx. Grant had never been a believer in heroes. Just the most ruthless bastard left standing. And somehow, that was him.



“What happened?” Alice asked.



But Grant had already turned to look for Merin. The tiny space-elf staggered to the captain's chair and sank into it with a grin.



“Merin?” Alice asked. “I thought you were unconscious?”



“Oh, I wasn’t quite as near death’s door as I made out to be…” she gave a pale grin.



Then she collapsed. Boomi and the slug rushed to her side. “She’s sleeping,” Boomi announced.



Grant carefully stepped over the captain's decapitated body and poked a finger at the waiting holographic command. Carefully cancelled the engine module purge.



And the bridge was theirs.



Alice joined him at the control console, covered in scorch marks. The redhead still had bits of sleestak in her hair, but Grant didn't care. He reached over, pulled her in with one arm, and kissed her. Not a quick thing. A real one... firm, full of adrenaline, of survival, and announcing things that hadn't been said but really aught to have been by now...



Alice melted into it. He could feel how, for one hot second, she forgot about the bridge, the blood, the riot still going in the bowels of the ship and whatever else uptight knots she tied herself in. Her hand slid up his chest, and she tilted her head with a quiet moan... mouth opening to his and full-on tongue wrestling him like a more erotic cover of a romance-novel.



“Dawwww, so sweet!” Boomi commented.



Alice jerked back, face flushing. “I’ll excuse that one-time display of... enthusiasm,” she huffed, trying to reassemble her usual edge. “Just this once. You’re probably just overexcited.”



Grant didn’t let go.



“Maybe,” he said, pulling her close again, “I just realized I’ve had a hell of a woman next to me all this time.”



Alice blinked, off-balance now, totally unprepared for honesty.



“Oh,” she said softly. “Well… okay then.”



“And you’re the only one who can pronounce my name right.”



He kissed her again, more gently this time and she blushed a bright red on her pale ginger skin and softly kissed him back. Making a small, disappointed sound when he finally pulled away.



Grant leaned over the console. “So... what’s the return policy on hijacked prison ships?”



“Dawwww… you’re gonna sell it?” Boomi called. “But we fought so hard for it! Kiss him again until he comes to his senses Aliz!”



Alice blinked, trying to regain her composure. Before she could answer, the control console lit up. All of them did.



The ship’s automated voice chirped to life, painfully chipper.



“Congratulations, valued Orbinex client! Your vessel is now completing another safe, efficient, and performance-optimized traversal through voidspace, courtesy of Orbinex Dynamics Quantum Displacement Logistics™.”



“What the fuck is that?” Grant asked.



“All core systems remained within acceptable catastrophic tolerance thresholds, and passenger integrity loss was kept well below mandated galactic averages,” the computer continued. “Please secure all limbs and extratemporal cargo in accordance with Interdimensional Reentry Protocol 4-B. All crew are reminded to complete their Post-Void Wellness Survey™ and report any duplication of self, haunting sensations, or persistent feelings of cosmic abandonment to the nearest medtech or Authorized Emotion Discharge Station™.”



“Estimated time to breach: T-minus 30 seconds.
 Orbinex! Now that’s peace of mind you can afford!”



Alice’s eyes darted back and forth over the controls. “I think… I think we arrived…”



 



***









Chapter 35
    
 
: Crash Course




 



Grant squinted at the flashing lights activating on the control panel. “Wait, that’s...”



The consoles around them began blinking like slot machines in hell.



> INERTIA STABILIZERS ENGAGED.



> VOIDSPACE LOCK DISENGAGING.



> TRANSLATION COUNTDOWN: 00:00:10.



Grant dropped into the pilot’s chair. It didn’t fit him, but he didn’t care.



Alice braced herself at navigation. “Here we go.”



“Boomi! Grab a chair! Ten seconds to kiss-your-ass goodbye,” Grant yelled.



“Yes Fleshmechanic!” she yelled back.



The kaleidoscope outside the main dome – the swirling chaos of voidspace – began to constrict. The colors folded inward, crushing into a single point like God slamming a laptop shut.



Then white.



Blinding.



...photoflash...



Stars. Planets. Space.



They were kicked out of voidspace. 



Grant bent double as the ship snapped back into realspace, stomach lurching like it had been turned inside out and wrung dry. Beside him, Alice let out a strangled groan and vomited directly onto the console, moaning miserably as bile pooled across the controls. Beyond the main dome window, stretched across the dark was a planet from orbit. So close that it filled two-thirds of the huge viewing port. Even from orbit Grant could see the surface covered in man-made shapes. Every inch had been built over: a single city that stretched over the horizon to the dark side where the glow of city lights dotted the shadow of the planet.



“Congratulations, crew of Transport 409-D, on a successful voyage through voidspace! We are now preparing for scheduled re-entry into designated arrival zone: Courthouse 17-C.”



“Thanks to our proprietary MindScrim™ neural shielding and patented SoulLock™ containment barriers, over 93% of conscious entities arrived intact and legally classifiable as ‘alive.’”



“As always, Orbinex reminds you that hallucinations, recursive trauma spirals, and minor soul-thinning are a natural part of the voidspace experience and should be reported only if they persist beyond fiscal quarter end.”



“Uhhhh, hey ship? What the fuck is this?” Grant yelled.



A different computer console happily slid into full corporate brochure mode.



“Courthouse 17-C: the jewel of System Gamma-Law-14. Famous for its 812 domed megastructures of justice, this planetary correctional node processes over 14,000 prisoner transfers per fiscal minute! With a public execution rate of 97.3% and a median trial length of six seconds, Courthouse 17-C is the premiere destination for law enforcement, due process simulations, and celebratory fast-casual sentencing!”



“Oh shit…”



Alice’s eyes went wide.



“Please enjoy your descent into orbital jurisdiction.”



In orbit all around the planet, hundreds of ships floated in holding patterns. Military craft. Prison freighters. Civilian patrols. Some were featureless grey saucers or cigar-shapes or flying triangles, but most had glowing light on the hulls flashing banners, advertisements, and, occasionally, legal disclaimers.



Grant leaned forward slowly.
 So this was Courthouse 17-C...



The ship’s anti-hijacking system came online with a tone that sounded suspiciously like a corporate customer service line lacking even the barest sympathy.



“ALERT TO ALL AREAS OF THE VESSEL: Unauthorized user detected at command level. Transport 409-D is now in violation of the Interstellar Harmony & Compliance Act, Clause 79-Delta... Improper Interface Tampering. This vessel is currently broadcasting your incompetence to the entire sector. All attempts to flee will be documented for training purposes. Remember: a bad day for you is a liability shield for us!™”



In the ten seconds it took for Alice and Grant to share a horrified look, the responses from the planet were already coming back. A shrill alert screamed from the comms panel. Then a second one. Then twenty more. Screens lit up like casino machines during an electrical fire.



“—MAYDAY CONFIRMED FROM PRISON TRANSPORT 409-D—”



“—AUTOMATED DISTRESS INITIATED. ALL SYSTEMS COMPROMISED. UNAUTHORIZED COMMAND RECOGNIZED—”



“—THIS IS GLEEX CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS. STANDBY FOR REMOTE LOCKDOWN PROTOCOLS—”



Grant groaned. “The hell is all this?”



Alice was elbow-deep in a control cluster, furiously using her forearm like a windshield wiper to squeegee the vomit and sleestak blood off a row of flickering monitors. “Well apparently blowing the captain’s skull all over the flight console
 didn’t
 improve the UI, but I think the ship is broadcasting a distress signal!”



Grant wiped a handful of something he hoped was just brain goop off a toggle switch. Desperately looking for the comms controls. “I’m not seeing a big red ‘shut up’ button here!”



Boomi slid into view, half-dragging a barely-upright Merin. “Are we winning? Because I’m seeing about three dozen ships doing a 180 out the window and this doesn’t feel like a win.”



“Find the comms!” Grant barked.



Boomi swiped at a control panel glowing purple and brought it to life. “This one?”



Her voice echoed from the overhead speakers.



“Boomi, that’s the intercom. You just broadcasted our conversation to the ship.”



“Oh. Neat.”



“Just start looking!”



Bonda, slithered upright beside the helm, eyestalks probing the controls. “I don’t understand these... on my world the control panels are grown using organic mycelial wiring… What’s the point of a control that doesn’t grow itself?”



“Not helpful!” Alice shouted. She was out of her seat, rushing from console to console, looking for the comms panel.



Grant slammed a fist on the console and snarled at the redhead. “Weren’t
 you
 the one who spent all that time on the flight simulator? Where the hell’s the comms panel?”



Alice spun on him, hair whipping. “Oh, so
 now
 my extracurricular study habits are relevant?!”



“You
 wanted
 to be the smart one!”



Boomi pointed at the window. “Uh. Not to add to the group trauma, but... that looks new.”



They turned.



Through the panoramic dome, a ship crept into view. Massive. Jet-black plating. Dozens of gun ports. A hull that looked less like a ship and more like a barbed cock ring with thrusters.



The bridge flashed with an urgent holographic alert.



EMERGENCY ANNOUNCEMENT



“Incoming vessel detected! It appears the Galactic Bailiff Authority has graciously accepted our distress ping. Yay! Their guns are absolutely massive and may be preparing to enforce Section 12 of the Piracy Civility Code, Subclause 'Immediate Weaponized Litigation.' Please remain calm and extremely stationary while the experts arrive to prosecute you into atoms. As always, thank you for choosing GLEEX Incorporated: because liberty isn’t in the budget.”



A deep voice boomed from the intership comms.



“THIS IS BAILIFF CRUISER YOD-23. PREPARE TO BE BOARDED. REMAIN IN PLACE FOR SENTENCING.”



“Uhhhh, can we go now?” Boomi asked, poking Alice. “I think we should go.”



Alice smacked her hand away. “No shit we need to leave!”



Alice shoved Grant aside and climbed into the pilot seat with her jaw tight and her hands already shaking. She looked pale... sweating... but her eyes locked forward like they belonged to someone who’d already decided to crash through the wall or die trying.



Grant stood over her. “Alice… we need to go. Now.”



“Way ahead of you,” she said through clenched teeth.



Then she froze.



Her hands hovered over the alien controls. Grant couldn't blame her; nothing looked even remotely familiar. Just glowing shapes, sigils, and indicators that looked like someone’s fever dream of Aztec hieroglyphs.



Grant leaned in. “Alice?”



“I… I can’t,” she stammered.



“You trained for this...”



“I only learned how to fly the shuttle simulator. It has a very specific flight checklist. And
 none
 of this looks like that.”



Godfuckingdammit…



Grant rallied his calm and lowered his voice. “You can do this. We'll help you... Just tell me what you need.”



Alice swallowed hard. “Okay. First step...we need power to the realspace engines. I just... I can’t find the power controls.”



Grant didn’t know much about flight decks, but even he could tell things weren’t working. Half the monitors were in standby mode. Half of the rest blinked random warnings, each one more aggressive than the last. One panel simply flashed the word
 'NOPE'
 . The translator micronauts were doing their best but there might not be words in English for some of the technical concepts in the sleestak language.



“I can help!” Boomi skidded across the deck like a misfired pinball. “What does the button look like?”



“I don't know! Something about main power or the power plant output.” Alice barked. “We need juice!”



Grant started poking consoles to activate them and on his third try generated a hologram interface that looked like a crystal hamburger filled with lightning.



“Got a shimmering doodad thing!”



“That’s it! That’s the Ionic Fuse Core!” Alice snapped. “Slot it in!”



“In where?” he yelled.



“The triangle things! Those are like sliders... push them all to the top of the magnetic stack!”



“Huh?”



“Put the triangles on top of the hamburger bun!”



Grant poked the hologram control and moved the triangles into the matching spaces on the top bun. The ship immediately vibrated like a dying blender.



The console above him lit up.



> PRIMARY GRID: CRUNCHY. REBOOTING IN DEFIANCE MODE.



Every light on the bridge flickered. One holoprojector snapped to life, displaying a cartoon of a bug-eyed space hamster getting electrocuted while holding a wrench labeled “OPTIMISM.”



“Oh good,” Grant muttered. “The system’s alive and already mocking us.”



“No, no, that's good!” Alice said. “I'm getting power readings.”



The console started speaking.



“
 POWER RESTORED. THANK YOU FOR TRUSTING ATMOSURE™ ELECTRO-GRIDS. IF YOU EXPERIENCE CATOSTROPHIC ENGINE FAULIRE, PLEASE PROVIDE INCIDENT DOCUMENTATION TO NOTIFY NEXT OF KIN.
 ”



Alice didn’t look up. Her hands were a blur across the pilot console. “Boomi! Get me navigation. Bonda... find any lever that looks like it shouldn’t be touched and stand far away from it!”



Bonda blinked. “Define far…”



Grant craned his neck to look up. Outside the observation dome, the bailiff ship loomed larger. Its hull bristled with gun ports.



Comms blared.
 “Police Transport Vessel 409-D, respond to comms or you will be considered hostile.”



“Let’s light this thing up,” Alice growled, ignoring it. “Next system!”



“What's next?” Grant asked.



Alice hesitated. “...I don't remember.”



“Think! If this was your Space Y rocket what would be next?”



Alice paused, squeezed her eyes shut in concentration. “Hydraulics!” Alice shouted. “I mean… power transmission. Next step... whatever passes for hydraulics!”



Grant spun around. “What do alien hydraulics even look like?!”



Boomi was already bouncing between side consoles. “Found a thing labeled KINETIC MOTION STACK!”



“That’s it!” Alice barked. “Spin them up! Get them aligned!”



Grant and Bonda rushed over to join the little albino. A row of physical controls that looked like glassy cylinders hovered in recesses under the base of the console... five in total, glowing soft blue, except the third one which blinked angry red and rattled every few seconds like it had beef with gravity.



Boomi pressed the two cylinders on the right, Grant did the two on the left. The four cylinders each activated a new section of the console.



The middle one stayed stuck.



Alice glanced back, panic rising. “We can’t maneuver until those are aligned! I need motion control or we’re flying blind!”



“Localized disfunction in cylinder alignment due to improper upkeep,”
 the control panel spoke up.
 “Recommend percussive maintenance.”



Grant stepped back, took aim at the red cylinder, and kicked it. Hard.



The cylinder jolted and slid forward into place with a clean magnetic hum. Turned blue.



“Servo Vectors Nominal,”
 the system intoned smoothly. Then added:
 “Violence Approved.”



“Finally,” Grant muttered. “A system that gets me.”



Outside the bridge dome, the bailiff ship now filled the sky. Lights flared across its prow. New weapons extended.



The comms crackled:
 “This is Yod-23. Final warning. Disengage and surrender immediately. Compliance will result in minimum orbital disintegration.”



Boomi looked up. “That doesn’t sound very minimum.”



“Bonda, go stand on the yellow platform with the hazard stripes!” Alice ordered. “Grant, check if that green display with the angry ball thing does anything useful!”



The ball thing spun hovering inside a larger sphere. “It looks… I dunno. Is it supposed to do that?”



“Is it inside the sphere?”



“Mostly?”



“That’ll do,” Alice conformed. “Star tracker! Inertial nav! Someone get the astrogation core online!” Alice shouted, fingers flying across the helm.



Boomi was already spinning in circles, looking for anything shiny. “Something labeled STARFINDER PRISM over here!”



“YES!” Alice barked. “Get it loaded! There should be a crystal armature... looks like a rotating gyroscope! Insert the data shard into the slot and—”



Boomi had already jammed a shard into the socket like she was stuffing bread into a toaster.



The console lit up. A holographic projection of space twisted, spun, and locked onto a single glowing dot.



“ERROR: GALACTIC COORDINATES INVERTED,” the ship announced, voice calm but deeply ominous.



Everyone paused.



Grant blinked. “That sounds bad!”



Alice threw her hands up. “It’s upside down! Pull it!”



“Oh… right.” Grant stepped in, flipped it over, and gently pushed it into place.



The display recalibrated with a polite chime.



“Course Realigned.”



“YOD-23 TO PRISON TRANSPORT. YOU WILL NOW BE BOARDED FOR COMPLIANCE INSPECTION. DO NOT BE ALARMED BY THE ARRIVAL OF OUR ENFORCER DRONES. THEY ARE PROGRAMMED TO TERMINATE ONLY ACTIVE RESISTERS AND SELECT PASSIVE OBSERVERS.”



Boomi turned to Alice. “Uh. Define passive observer?”



Alice didn’t look up. “We’re skipping definitions and jumping straight to ‘run’. Grant! Check the systems marked ‘Mass Displacement Interface'.



“On it,” Grant growled. “Uhhh, here, it’s here.”



“We’ve got power... now give me gas!” Alice shouted. “We can’t run if we can’t burn! On the console, look for plasma.”



Grant spotted something glowing ominously on the far end of the controls.



“Got something labeled ‘PLASMA FEED CONSOLE’,” he called.



It was a touchscreen. Sleek. Alien. Unlabeled, except for twelve unholy glyphs that looked like alphabet soup made by a cult.



Grant scratched his neck. “Looks more like a demon summoning ritual than a spaceship control...”



He picked the glyph in 
 the middle position.
 Not too aggressive.



The system blinked.



> REACTANT MIX: SEDATED.



> COMBUSTION READINESS: HALF-SURE



Warning lights pinged across the board.



A new voice came in over the console speaker... calm, sharp, and very Jane.



“Bridge! This is engineering… Grant. What did you just do!”



“Hi Jane!” Boomi crowded in front of the com display. “We killed the captain! Well… Merin did. Made his head explode! Then the sky stopped being all swirly and now there’s this really angry ship telling us—”



“Boomi!” Jane interrupted. “Put Garnt on!”



“Oh… okay!” She hit a button and transferred the call to Grant’s station.



“What are you doing?” Jane demanded.



“I... gently encouraged the plasma system to be emotionally stable?”



“Garnt. We’re under pursuit.
 Set it to escape burn levels.
 Try something closer to
 Anxious with Murder Tendencies.
 ”



Grant bumped the symbol to the far right. It passed
 Tense
 , skipped
 Sweaty
 , and landed just shy of
 Violent Sob.



> REACTANT MIX: PANICKED.



> COMBUSTION READINESS: FULL-THROATED SCREAM.



Goddam stupid translation micronauts...



The entire ship gave a quiver under their feet. Through the video feed on the comm channel to Jane in engineering he heard a banging
 thunk-thunk-thunk
 , like the heartbeat of a very large animal waking up.



“Good,” Jane said. “Fuel lines pressurized.”



“Gaaaaarnt!” Boomi shouted.



He looked up to her pointing out the dome. The bailiff warship had launched a half-dozen sleek black dropships. Each one bristled with clamps, cutters, and what looked suspiciously like laser clusters.



“Boarding craft inbound,” Alice said through clenched teeth. “ETA forty-five seconds.”



Grant looked at the console, now glowing red and humming like an angry washing machine. “What’s next?”



“We need the flight computer!” Alice shouted. “I’m flying blind here!”



She slammed different controls until the ship’s main holoscreen exploded into existence. A kaleidoscope of spinning polyhedrons twisted across the projection... some glowing, some screaming in binary, one pulsing like a migraine in progress.



“Got it!”



Then a cartoon mascot popped up... a bouncy, three-eyed alien wearing a captain's hat and giving a thumbs-up with all four arms. Its name badge read ‘Navi-Bud’ and it winked with a synthetic twinkle sound that made Grant's skin crawl.



“Greetings, User!”
 it chirped.
 “You are now piloting the VOIDRANCE 7000 Interstellar Directional Platform. Would you like a tutorial?”



Alice smacked the console. “YES!”



“Fantastic!”
 the AI said with glee.
 “We have detected thirty-six overdue system updates. Installing now. Estimated time to reboot: 22 minutes.”



“What? NO!”



She slammed the cancel button. Nothing. She hit it again. Twice. “Cancel! Abort! End program!” Alice yelled.



“Reboot sequence canceled. Skipping tutorial. Proceed with ignorance.”



“Sounds familiar,” Grant muttered.



The comms crackled. Jane’s voice came through again, sharp and breathless.



“Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it. We've got a short delay while I reset the void engine spin-up.”



“Uh… how long will that take?” Grant asked. “There’s a ship coming at us.”



“I’m initiating the voidspace drive prep now. How much time do we have?”



Grant looked out at the approaching boarding craft. “Uh... less than 45 seconds.”



“The Startup cycle takes three minutes. If we’re going to escape, you need to buy me three minutes,” Jane said calmly.



“Boarding pods docking in thirty seconds,”
 announced the automated threat from the external sensors.



Boomi looked out the viewport at the massive spikes of the bailiff boarding craft locking into docking position. “I don’t suppose anyone installed auto-turrets while I wasn’t looking?”



“You need three minutes?” Alice grabbed the stick, wiped blood off the throttle. “I'll give you three minutes. Time to fly it like I stole it.”



“Because we
 did,
 ” Grant reminded her.



“Better buckle in,” Alice said. “Let’s see if we can create some Rapid Unscheduled Disassembly for those boarding craft.”



The redhead slapped a sequence into the controls with great confidence and nothing happened. “Goddammit!” she screamed at the controls. “Just one time why won't it work like its supposed to!”



“What's this?” Boomi pointed at a blinking telltale in green.



“Is that bad?” Green is good, right?”



“Controls are color coded for sleestak,” Boomi shrugged. “Green blood, green is danger.”



“Oh shit, that's what that means?” Grant asked. “What’s the error?”



“Missing thrust key,” Boomi shrugged.



“The fucking keys aren’t in the ignition?” Grant yelled in frustration.



Alice shouted. “Stay focussed! Maybe the captain has it!”



Grant skidded across the deck and nearly faceplanted into the headless body of the sleestak captain. Patting down his purple silk uniform he found a hard oblong object in a pocket and tore it open.



“Uhhhh, found something; looks like a rotary socket wrench.”



“Perfect! That’s the pulse thrust key!”



Grant slapped it into her hand and Alice fitted it into the socket, twisting it counterclockwise until it locked.



The console started talking again.
 “Core Igniters Synced. Thrust Calculators... unaligned. Initiate anyway?”



Outside the window the boarding craft were almost on them.



“YES!” Grant and Alice both yelled.



The engine startup whine hit like a tuning fork straight into their bones. Behind them, the bailiff boarding craft were just locking into the outer airlocks, arms deploying. And then everything went sideways.



Literally.



The ship jolted left, then shot in a full circle like it was being spun on the end of a rope.



“Thrust vector not aligned,”
 the computer helpfully chirped.



Alice slammed the yoke. “Stabilizers! Get me control before we end up in low-altitude geostationary orbit!”



Boomi, hanging from a safety rail, yelled, “You’re flying like my auntie on Throttle Juice!”



“
 Fuck your auntie
 !” Alice roared back.



Outside the viewport, the boarding craft spun away in confusion, one of them scraping off the cigar-shaped hull of the prison ship and bursting into fragments. The bailiff warship loomed larger, now reorienting. Its forward plasma batteries began to glow.



A warning flashed across the console.



> Pursuit detected.



> Incoming threat: Class 6 Judicial Retaliation.



Grant looked up. “They’re gonna shoot us.”



“No kidding,” Alice gritted. “Give me five seconds to make this thing fly in a straight line.”



The engines roared again, this time slightly more forward and slightly less death blender.



“We're off the leash,” Alice growled. “Now let’s make ‘em regret it.”



The ship thundered away from the warship, zig-zagging through space.



“Stabilization’s still trash! I can’t level it out!” Alice shouted.



A new control panel blinked to life in front of her, projecting a weird holographic shape into the air... an inverted pyramid made of spinning rings and flickering runes. It looked like a Rubik’s cube was having an identity crisis.



“Great,” Alice muttered. “I think this is the control calibration system.”



She reached out. The rings rippled.



“TOUCH ACCEPTED. CALIBRATING…”



“Go Alice!” Boomi cheered.



“THREE SECONDS TO HOSTILE LOCK,”
 the computer announced cheerfully.



“Alice!” Boomi complained.



The redhead’s hands calmly rebalanced on the pyramid.



“STABILIZATION RE-ALIGNED.”



The prison ship lurched into a new flight path... less like a heartbeat monitor, more like a missile.



Outside the viewport, the bailiff ship fired. Plasma bolts scorched retinas across the void. They creased space where the ship had been a moment before.



Geezus… the only thing keeping them alive was the ship's insane flying.



It kept shooting but Alice's erratic flight pattern made the prison ship nearly impossible to target. Each shot went wide, ripping through space but not the hull.



Alice grinned and Grant realized she might actually be enjoying it all. “Come on, Jane. Any minute now.”



“Jane, how soon until voidspace?” Grant tried the comms panel.



The comms crackled. No response.



“Seriously,” Alice muttered. “What’s taking her so long to spin up the fucking void engines?”



“They’re still chasing us!” Boomi shouted, clinging to a railing as the ship lurched.



Alice barked a laugh through clenched teeth, whipping the yoke as the prison ship ducked between two bloated freight cruisers.



“What the fuck are you doing?” Grant yelled. white-knuckled as the prison ship nearly slammed into one of the two other ships.



“They’ll only shoot when they’ve got a clean shot. I’m trying to stay dirty!” She massaged the controls again, sending them into a corrective turn. “And if we’re lucky that bastard on our tail suffers some spatial integrity loss.”



“Some what?”



“He crashes!”



Grant squinted through the main viewport. The bailiff warship loomed, still tracking them with glowing weapons.



The next shot grazed the hull.  All at once, every console on the bridge blared.



“PANIC MODE ENABLED. Please do not enjoy this feature.”



A soft chime echoed through the cabin. Then holograms popped to life at every station... a somber alien in a mourning shawl and a sash labeled
 FarewellTrust™ End-of-Life Solutions.



“Hello. Terminal Event Monitoring has detected a clear end of life coincident. Statistically, you will soon be legally dead.”



“What the fuck?” Grant stared.



“Please embrace the inevitability of your vaporization and complete your last will and testament. You may also record a farewell message to your loved ones, podlings, hatchmates, or other legally recognized associated life forms.”



Alice twisted the ship sharply, nearly clipping what advertised itself as passing penal colony carrier in bright holographic lettering. A pale blue tractor beam flared past them and missed by meters. Another laser blast roared past, lighting up the edge of their aft hull.



“Jane!” Grant barked into the comms. “What’s the status on voidspace drive? We’re running out of goddamn galaxy!”



Static.



Then a new voice.



Deep. Wet. Smug.



“Oh hey there, sweetheart.”



The tentacled form of Scub, the gang boss from the men’s cellblock filled the video feed. His tentacles yanked Jane into camera frame. “Your replicant bitch is a little... tied up right now.”



“What the fuck?” Grant breathed, anger grabbing the base of his brainstem.



“If you wanna keep breathing, you better do exactly what I tell you, right now,” the squid alien oozed greasily.



 



***



 









Chapter 36
    
 
: Never Trust a Space Gangster




 



“Jane!” Boomi screamed, lunging at the console like she could crawl through the hologram image and save her.



Grant grabbed her and pulled her back. Slapped the comms panel so the comms screen expanded above the control bench. Scub laughed with the oily wet sound of someone breathing through too many throats.



Grant’s stomach dropped.



The squid tilted the view of the camera to show engineering had now been taken over by the type-2 humanoid gang before it swung dizzyingly back to him, holding Jane close against his slippery body with his head-tentacles.



He was wearing stolen sleestak security passes on his multiple squirming limbs – kill trophies if Grant had to guess. His suckers glistened on Jane’s skin. Caressing her.



“Scub, don’t be even more of an idiot… let Jane go,” Grant said coldly.



“Ey. There he is,” Scub said, voice smooth and mean. “Been waitin’ for you to check in and open your crusty hyumin mouth, bossman.”



Grant stepped forward, jaw tight. “Did you hurt her?”



Scub smiled with every inch of his face. “She’s fine. Tied up. Mouthy. You know how clones are. I figure she might be more affectionate later when I’m in charge. Slippery when wet, if you know what I mean…”



Boomi made a gagging noise. “You’re disgusting.”



“Sweetheart,” Scub said, “I’m just built different.”



“Grant!” Alice snapped. “The void drive!”



“I know!” then he turned to the screen. “Cut the shit, Scub. That voidspace drive needs to go hot
 now
 or we’re all getting vaporized. There’s a police cruiser trying to blow us apart! Let her go and turn it on.”



Scub tilted his head. “Nah. I got other priorities. Like makin’ sure
 I
 walk outta this tub in charge. So here’s what’s gonna happen: you give me full ship command authorization, and
 maybe
 I help you not die.”



Grant’s rage bubbled up. “Are you fucking insane? We could get the whole ship cut if half at any second! Turn on the void drive!”



“Seems to me, I heard somebody say something once about a situation like this: that sounds like a ‘you’ problem.”



Grant blinked. “You’re risking all our lives for a power grab?”



Scub just blinked his hourglass-shaped eyes. “I didn’t survive twenty-three cycles of family infighting and a corporate feeding frenzy to play second string. Full control. Right now. Then we get out of here. Or you can explain to the afterlife why you wouldn’t share.”



Silence.



The ship shook and Alice gasped. “That was close! I think… think that was a nuke!”



“Ey, sounds like yer outa time,” Scub slobbered mucous. “So how’s about it?”



Grant replied, low and cold: “It's not that easy. You get it by blood. Via the micronauts. Transfusion only.”



Scub’s smile widened. “Then that works out perfect 'cause I want all your blood. Get me? You better get your ass down here, tough guy, and give it to me.”



The feed cut.



Grant stared at the blank screen, breathing hard. Stood up and headed for the doors.



Alice was already yelling over her shoulder. “Grant! You can’t give it to him. That thing is a goddamn psychopath mob boss!”



Boomi spoke up. “Okay, don't yell at me... 
 but
 ... him in charge is better than being dead. Right?”



Grant didn’t blink. “You’re both wrong. There’s a third option.”



“What’s that?” the slug asked.



He grabbed his shotgun. Chambered a shell. “I murder the bastard.”



He grabbed the belt with Alice's survival gun off the console, slung it over his shoulder, and sprinted for the exit.



 



***



 



Grant ran like the Titanic lifeboats were leaving. Which, he had the time to note, wasn’t too far from the truth.



The fury was cold. Not a scream-it-out rage. Not loud. But white-hot. Focused. Burned down to the core. Jane was in danger. The whole ship was in danger. That alien bastard thought he could steal everything they fought for. Thought he could outplay Grant.



His whole life, the system had been rigged against him. Bosses. Governments. Companies with smiling customer service and a fuck-you-over for a dime bottom line. They always found a way to screw him, to take what was his and call it lawful. This wasn’t any different. Only this time, there were no rules left. No policies. No law-abiding citizen he had to pretend to be.



In a way, he was finally free to be what the system had always feared he would become. It felt like a weight coming off his shoulders.



He hit the spine corridor at full speed, shotgun in one hand, Alice’s triple-barrel slung on his back. The ship shuddered, lights flickering, warning lights pulsing off the bulkheads. He blew past the breach marker for the decompressed compartment, took the side passage without slowing, able to unlock passages easily now.



The water treatment module was sealed tight. Bulkhead 14. Control panel blinked red.



Grant hawked, spat.



“DNA recognized.”



Door opened.



He barely slowed down. As the adrenalin dumped into his body his fatigue vanished. Cuts, burns scrapes all irrelevant. The main spine corridor stretched ahead like a nerve ending on fire. He pounded down it, boots slamming metal, heartbeat syncing with the warning klaxons.



He met one sleestak guard on the way – asshole had somehow survived everything and had the shitty luck or bad sense to confront Grant. He didn't even slow down as he raised the shotgun and blasted the lizard into the compartment wall. Another mess for the recycler.



Where the two cellblock main doors opened onto the spine corridor he spotted a knot of aliens in prison uniforms from a distance. Five convicts from Ursu’s crew, all muscle, all sneer. Gleeyax  the green ape-woman first, then Ursu herself, thick as a dumpster and twice as mean. She roared.



“That's far enough, hyumin! Scub wants us to escort you so stop and take off all your--”



Grant didn’t bother explaining. “Fuck you, dick-tits.”



He levelled the shotgun and pulled the trigger.



The ape-woman’s chest exploded in a geyser of blood and bone. She dropped instantly, her upper body folding in on itself like meat in a trash compactor. The two goons behind her barely had time to register it. Grant pivoted left, fired again, tore through both, buckshot punching holes in them like a chainsaw through rotten fruit.



Ursu roared and came charging, arms wide, murder in her eyes. Grant stepped into her charge. Up close. Too close. He jammed the barrel into her gut and pulled the trigger. The blast lifted her off her feet. Her body hit the wall like a slab of wet meat and slid down with a sound that made Grant’s lip curl. She looked up at him, shocked, and then the life left her eyes.



He stepped over the mound of twitching bodies, face blank, mind clear, already thumbing shells into the magazine like he’d done it every morning with his coffee.



No time for this shit...



No time to think about it. Just forward.



The ship rocked. A distant
 whuump
 .



Then Boomi’s voice over the PA: “That was a nuke. Near miss. They
 really
 don’t want us getting away, Fleshmechanic. Hurry it up or we’re gonna be atmospheric seasoning.”



Grant reached the bulkhead to engineering less than a minute later. Found it sealed up tight. Not for him though. He spat on the control console and the panel blinked as the doors split open with a hiss and a grunt, and Grant stepped into engineering like the devil clocking in for his shift. Her fired into the first alien inmate he saw, buckshot ripping through the lanky thing with a face like Joe Camel, the scattershot ripping into a control panel behind it.



Say hello to my little friend…



As the inmate and the panel died, the lights flickered.



“Scub!” Grant yelled.



A siren wailed. The air reeked of burnt cordite and blood. The floor was soaked. Not in water... blood. A slurry of green and red goo. Bones. Shreds of uniform. Shattered armor. Like someone had set off a blender filled with inmates.



Jane had made a stand here. Tried to fight off Scub’s gang. That sonic cannon of hers had torn the first wave apart. Grant took it in. Didn’t think, just stepped inside.



There were maybe a dozen of them. All type 2 humanoid. Insectoid bipeds with chitin and mandibles. A six-armed mammal that looked like a kangaroo built out of elephant scraps. A frog with a melted eye and a necklace of lizard fingers. Gang colors. Patchwork weapons: clubs, guard-issued stun rifles, a few high-end laser carbines. Hands clenched tight. Eyes full of fear masked as loyalty.



Safely behind them stood Scub at the main engineering controls, and next to him was the blue form of Jane.



As his gang raised weapons the squid waved them to stop. “Ey, ey… let the man inside. He’s an invited guest.”



“But he shot Grakly!” one protested.



“You want to join him, keep talkin. Otherwise shuddup!”



The cephalopod gangster draped across the engine control dais like a slimy king. He had Jane in three tentacles... one around her blue neck, one around her wrists, the last coiled tight around her midsection. She was conscious. Pissed. Eyes sharp.



Grant stopped where he could keep all of the aliens in sight without turning his head, shotgun low. “Let her go.”



Scub’s beak clicked. “This is my ship now, monkey man. My rules. You wanna talk? Drop the toys.”



The ship shuddered. Distant
 boom
 . Another near miss.



Grant didn’t drop anything.



“You’re stalling,” Scub hissed.



“Maybe,” Grant said. “Or maybe I’m wondering why you can’t work with me for five goddamn minutes so we don’t
 all
 get turned into bailiff shipyard confetti. You want control? Fine. Win the fight
 after
 we survive. Right now, we’re both out of time. Read the fucking situation you goddam idiot.”



Scub’s eyes narrowed, and his beak clicked with something between a chuckle and a threat. “Y’know, my old man used to say, ‘the best time to take over a family ain’t when things are good. It’s when everything’s goin’ straight to shit’. That’s when people are scared, when they’re desperate. That’s when you move. You grab the wheel while everyone else is still screaming. That’s how he became top boss of the underhatch back on Iliosa-9.”



He tightened his grip around Jane. “Never forgot that lesson. You don’t wait till the fires are out, monkey-man. You take the throne
 while
 the building’s still burnin’.”



From the far corner of the room, unnoticed, Squeaks crawled out from behind a maintenance stack. Quiet. The two-headed moppet looked terrified. But moving. One head watching the goons. The other locked on Scub.



Grant saw her. Didn’t let his eyes move. Didn’t give anything away.



“You talk a lot,” Grant said. “Big words for a guy holding a woman hostage and hiding behind cannon fodder.”



“Yeah?” Scub leaned forward. “You got something better to offer?”



Grant smirked. “Nah… like you said, I’m just buying time.”



Scub’s grin widened. A wet sound – clicking tendons and sliding suckers – as he raised one of his larger tentacles. It was wrapped around Jane's improvised sonic cannon.



Jane saw it first. “GRANT!”



Move before they do… make them react to you…



He made a running start and planted his feet wide, sliding across the deck on a slick pond of liquified inmates.



Scub fired.



But just before the blast discharged, Squeaks leapt onto the weapon like a feral cat. The sonic cannon jerked sideways. The blast tore through the gang line instead of Grant.



Half of Scub’s crew dissolved instantly – bones pulverized, meat liquefied. The pressure wave blew out a row of consoles, and the gore hit the far wall in a red smear that dripped like paint.



Grant was already shooting as he skated on the gore. He raised Alice’s survival gun.



Two flare rounds. Center of mass.



The flares struck Scub with a wet
 thwack
 , lodging deep in his slippery mass. The squid hissed, then screamed… white-hot magnesium sparking and tunneling through layers of translucent flesh. The heat flash-seared his skin black, bursting pustules bubbling as they boiled under the surface. Scub shrieked – a high, wet gargle of agony – and thrashed like a dying fish on dry land. Tentacles slammed consoles, flailed at the air, peeled at his own melting chest as steam rose in roiling clouds. His skin blistered, then split, muscle sizzling beneath.



He dropped the cannon.



Grant reached the end of the pool of goo and stumbled to find his footing before dropping Alice's empty gun and bringing up his 12 gauge. He slammed into the nearest gang member and fired the first shell off at point-blank. The rodent-like face on the hairy inmate vanished in a mess of chunks. He pivoted, fired again. New target, some sort of brightly colored beetle humanoid; torso shot, ragged exit wound, body down.



One left... it tried to run.



Grant tackled him from behind, drove him into the floor, and beat him until the bones gave out. First punch broke the jaw. Second cracked the temple. Third ruptured the skull.



Blood on the floor. Blood in his hair. Grant rose.



Scub was on his knees… or at least son the ground supported by six tentacle limbs… body smoking, tentacles twitching, coughing blood from his beak. 



He saw Grant coming. 



Scub screamed and hurled Jane forward, whipping her at Grant with his tentacles uncurling then sliding and climbing for the engineering console, limbs slapping wetly for any purchase to drag himself off the floor.



Grant caught her. Cushioned the blue amazon's impact and lost a half step before raising his gun at Scub. Too late... Scub’s manipulator tentacle slammed a control. Grant arrived a moment after. Swung the shotgun butt so it hit with a wet slap, sending him sliding backwards. Then pressed the barrel between his eyes, dimpling the slimy flesh of his forehead.



BOOM…



It hollowed the creature out. The rubbery flesh empty as most of Scub’s brains and guts showered out the exit hole. The tentacles slid off the console like spilled soup.



The control panel that was already coming to life.



> ANTI-HIJACKING PROTOCOL ENABLED.



> EMERGENCY VENTING CODE BLACK INITIATED.



“No,” Grant muttered. “No no no—”



He stabbed at the controls. Couldn’t read them. Too alien. Too fast.



The engineering console lit up with a sterile, cheery voice:



“Now initiating hard vent purge. Congratulations! You’ve just launched one of the most cost-efficient automated reset measures in the GLEEX security catalog. Please note: Emergency Venting Code Black is 99.9% effective in terminating unauthorized occupants. For safety, do not exit designated secure area.”



The anti-hijack program screens came alive. Camera feeds arranged all over the ship.



Hallways. Compartments. The rest of the ship’s modules.



One by one, the inner hull doors opened. Bulkheads blew with the sound of shrieking air. The pressure inside those compartments didn’t just drop... it was ripped away. A wall of air, blood, and bodies tore toward the void.



Grant watched in mute horror as the feeds showed inmates tumbling head over heels into the black. A cluster of guards near the cafeteria tried to brace against the blast, but their boots tore free of the floor. They were sucked through a twelve-inch gap like toothpaste through a straw... spines snapped, faces imploded, suits puffing up before bursting like meat-filled balloons.



One feed showed an inmate clawing at the edge of a hatch, fingers skinned raw, screaming until his throat collapsed in the vacuum. Another showed a floating body hit the frame of a doorway and crumple like a rag doll, the skull caving in with the sound of wet plaster.



Every screen. Every angle. Death. Horrible. Inevitable. Too fast to stop. Too slow to forget. Grant stood frozen, chest heaving, the gore still cooling on his arms. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t look away.



The purge counter on the screen quickly rose.



…84%...90%...97%...99.9%...



It stopped there. They were all gone. Every last one of them. Because he had been too slow to stop the squid.



Then silence.



The console displayed a diagram showing all the sections of the ship successfully vented to space. The only lights still green: Bridge. Medbay. Engineering.



The rest of the ship was gone.



Everyone else... was gone.



 



***



 



Grant’s knuckles were white on the edge of the console. The horror of what he’d just watched bled into his bones.



Then Jane pushed him aside.



She staggered forward, face bruised, clothes torn, burn marks tracking up one arm... but she moved with purpose. Her fingers flew across the alien controls, blood dripping onto the interface.



“Jane,” he said. “It's over.”



No emotion betrayed her face, but she ignored him. “I’ve got it,” she rasped. “I can stop it... just shut up and let me work.”



Warning screens blinked, scrolled. Alien glyphs rotated and pulsed.



Jane bypassed the emergency protocols. Forced an override. Forced
 another
 override. Then found the hardkill breaker.



She hit it.



The screens went black.



Then red.



Then still.



> ATMOSPHERIC VENTING TERMINATED... REPRESSURIZING...



She slumped back against the console, panting.



Grant stared at her. “How fast can you repressurize…?”



Jane didn’t answer. Just started working again.



He watched her fight through it. Silent. Gritted teeth. Hands shaking. Every movement raw, pained. It took a full minute before she could reseal the outer hatches and begin repressurizing the remaining sections.



By then, it was too late.



Everything but the Medbay, Engineering and the Bridge was gone.



The comms lit up.



Boomi’s voice crackled through, shaky. “Uh… guys? What just happened? Because I think half the ship just screamed and exploded.”



From somewhere behind her, Alice’s voice, furious: “JUST MAKE THE VOIDSPACE JUMP! I CAN’T HOLD THIS COURSE! HURRY THE HELL UP!”



Jane pulled herself upright, fingers flying across the startup sequence again. Power surged. Conduits glowed. The voidcore deep in the engine bay behind them hummed like a monster waking up.



She reached for the master switch.



“I’ve got it... jumping to voidspace
 now!
 ” she shouted.



She threw the lever.



A new hologram appeared. Flat, cheerful, unmistakable.



“Anti-Hijack Mode is Active. Voidspace translation requires captain-level authorization from the Bridge. Please stand by for qualified input. While waiting, please review our hostage de-escalation tips, now in 4D.”



“Godfuckingdammit,” Grant slammed a fist into the panel.



Then turned and hit the engineering airlock hatch control and it slowly opened to reveal the long straight section of the spine corridor ahead of him. Speck-small in the distance would be the bridge at the far end of the ship.



Jane’s shout chased him. ”Garnt… You can barely walk!”



“Exactly why I’m not walking,” Grant shouted back, already loading the shotgun.



He slammed new shells into the tube magazine with practiced force, snapped the breach closed with a practiced jerk. The ship rumbled under his boots... distant explosions or maybe his heartbeat. He didn’t care. No time.



“Jane,” he called, voice low and focused. “I want you to kill gravity all along the spine.”



Jane’s hands hesitated over the alien controls, her brow furrowed... then a flicker of realization. A twisted grin. “You’re going to rocket-jump
 yourself
 with your Dirt weapon?”



Grant racked the gun and nodded once. “I’m out of time, and out of patience. Kill gravity, open all the bulkhead doors.”



Jane’s hands flew across the panel. “Gravity drop in five... four...”



Grant stepped into the spine corridor. “Don't forget to open bulkhead 14 before I get there, huh?” he asked.



The instant gravity disengaged, his boots lifted. He floated, loose and untethered, like a bullet casing in recoil. He waved once to Jane and Squeaks as the heavy engineering hatch closed and he turned, aimed the shotgun at it. Craning his neck he looked up the spine. It took a moment for his orientation of 'up' and 'down' to shift and suddenly it felt like he was standing at the bottom of a very tall well. The gun between his feet his only way to fly upwards.



His finger squeezed.



BOOM.



The recoil slammed through his arms, shoulders, chest. The awkwardly held butt stock punched him in the ribs like a hammer. But it worked.



He launched.



Fast. Too fast. The corridor blurred past... bulkhead seams, glowing status lights, exposed wiring. He kept his legs pressed tight together, body streamlined. But the drift started anyway. A slow wobble. A few degrees off. Then more.



He was veering.



He racked a new shell, adjusted his angle. Fired again.



Mid-air course correction at forty meters per second.



BOOM.



It overcorrected. He smashed into the left wall. Pain lit up his ribs like firecrackers.



He rebounded into the right wall… slamming his shoulder, losing speed. Something tore. Pain roared. He spun. Hit the ceiling. Then the floor. He was bouncing along off the walls like a goddam pool ball.



A third shot stabilized him, barely. The shotgun barked again and kicked his shoulder back into position with a sick pop. He gritted his teeth and pulled himself into a straight trajectory, eyes narrowing as the sealed bulkhead at Section 14 loomed ahead.



Any fucking time now, Jane...



The door control panel blinked. Then slid open. Just barely clearing his path as he brushed past the opening halves, taking a deep breath.



Decompression sucked the air out like a slap. He shot through the airless chamber like a cannonball. No noise. Just wind shear, metal, blood, and speed. The far door opened a split-second later. He cleared it.



Grant let out a gasping breath.
 Goddam...



Then he was most of the way to the bridge. Still flying... way too fast. Fast enough he was going to smear himself into jam when he hit the far end. He struggled to spin in place, orient himself so the gun was pointing in the direction he was headed. Fuck... Alice made it look so easy.



He spun, racked the shotgun, pointed it forward.



The far end of the spine corridor rushed at him like a sidewalk after jumping off a building. He’d run out of time. Out of distance. The reinforced hatch to the bridge loomed huge and close, and getting closer every microsecond. There was no finesse now. No adjustment. Just airspeed and a bone-snapping stop it he fucked up.



He fired.



BOOM.



The blast slowed his momentum, but not enough. Split-second to fire again only a car-length from the door and it felt like a huge pillow slowing him down.



Then he hit the bulkhead.



Hard.



His shoulder folded like a lawn chair under a fat girl. Bones in his ribs cracked... two, maybe three. He grunted as pain washed over him in waves. Even through the cold rush of his adrenalin pumping through his veins he felt it.



He slid down the door.



Sweat on his face. Blood in his mouth. But he was still moving, and the bridge was just on the other side. He floated to the door control and wiped blood on it. As the door opened Grant didn’t walk through the bridge hatch, he collapsed over the threshold.



The returning gravity didn't help. As soon as the door hatch slid open and he leaned over the threshold the artificial gravity in the bridge pulled him down. Staggering off the deck, his ribs screamed with every breath. His shoulder wasn’t right – probably dislocated, maybe worse – but he moved anyway, leg broken, dragging his boot like something out of a zombie movie and refusing to slow down.



The bridge was lit up in chaos.



Sirens. Red strobes. The main window was a blur of madness: ships everywhere, bailiffs, transports, cruisers... all crisscrossing the space above Courthouse 17-C. Blinding beams of lasers cut through space around them, trying to find the ship. A fireworks burst off the bow shook the ship as it passed through the near-miss shockwave.



And in the middle of it all, Alice was flying like a lunatic.



She yanked the controls, spun the ship on its axis, just barely clearing a freighter. The horizon outside the window spun. More laser fire tore across the void... blue streaks, plasma burns, orbital cannons that could level cities. Alice flew them through it like a thread through needles.



Boomi saw him first.



“GRANT!”



She was at his side in a flash, helping him hobble down the steps to the command level in a run. The captain’s chair was already occupied... barely... by Merin. Strapped in, grinning through half-consciousness.



“Took you long enough,” she slurred.



Alice’s voice tore through the air. “GRANT! MISSILE LOCK! I NEED THAT JUMP!”



He reached the chair. Blood poured from his nose. He wiped it away and slapped his hand onto the biometric pad in the chair’s armrest.



“CAPTAIN AUTHORIZATION CONFIRMED.”



“Jump to voidspace,” Grant said.



The voidspace drive hummed, then screamed. A voice purred through the bridge speakers... chipper, dead inside:



“Hello and congratulations! You are about to escape immediate vaporization thanks to the Orbinex Void Drive System. Please keep arms, legs, and subordinates inside the hull during translation.”



The countdown started.



“Voidspace jump in: Ten... Nine...”



Outside, the bailiff ship surged closer. Maybe it's sensors could detect they were about to escape because it launched a half-dozen missiles at once. Big ones.



Alice swore. Spun the ship into a dead drop behind a medical cruiser. Lasers carved the void where they’d just been.



“Five...”



Missile trails burned closer.



“Three...”



Grant clenched the chair arms.



“Two...”



Everything turned white.



Not white like light… white like absence. Like everything that had ever existed was stripped away at once and replaced with a scream of colorless infinity.



For a fraction of a second – or maybe a thousand years – there was nothing but blankness. No ship. No cockpit. No sound.



Then came the translation shift.



The windows stretched, warped, bulged inward and outward at the same time. The stars outside turned to spirals, then folded in on themselves like they were retreating from view. Space rippled like a soap bubble full of smoke.



The ship creaked. The deck twisted underfoot. Every surface wavered as if underwater. Something ancient moved beneath perception, brushing against the hull like a thought no one wanted to finish.



Then a sound... not noise, but the memory of noise. It filled their skulls like pressure. Like static in their blood.



Voidspace swallowed them.



A tunnel opened ahead: not black, but colorless, lit from the inside by impossible geometry. Angles that didn’t belong. Horizons that folded over themselves. Space tore open like a curtain made of peeling reality.



Then, just as quickly—



Silence.



The shaking stopped.



The ship coasted.



The windows showed nothing. No stars. No light. No distance. Courthouse 17-C and the bailiff vessel were gone. 



Just pure, endless Void, seen through the haze of a multicolored sheet of light like aurora borealis



The voice returned, chipper as ever:



“Translation complete. Welcome to Voidspace! Please enjoy the unrelenting existential silence.”



They were alive... and finally, free.



 



***









Chapter 37
    
 
: Around the Campfire




 



Grant came to floating in the Omega-class recovery pod with all the grace of a raft of plastic garbage in the ocean. His eyelids peeled open one crusty blink at a time. Everything hurt, even places he didn’t remember having. His ears rang with a high-pitched whine and his throat tasted like burnt plastic.



“Welcome back, inmate Garnt!”
 chirped the too-cheerful voice of the autodoc, one octave above tolerable.
 “You are now conscious and breathing within factory-standard parameters. This recovery brought to you by OmniHealth Solutions: because pain is just weakness leaving your monthly bonus.”



A holographic display flickered into being beside his head. A floating cartoon syringe with massive eyes and a disturbingly sensual mouth winked at him, then unfurled a scrolling list.



“Your recent injuries include,”
 it announced.
 “Seventeen lacerations, three fractured ribs, one broken femur, two shattered metacarpals, laser-induced dermal trauma on 36% of body surface, blunt force head trauma, one perforated eardrum, temporary neural paralysis, and probable broken urethra.”



“Geezus,” Grant rasped. His teeth felt like a metal file being run over a belt sander. “I get it. I lost the fight.”



“Correction: you survived the encounter. Congratulations! According to our risk algorithm, your odds of survival were listed as ‘statistically impossible.’”



He groaned and pushed himself off the nearest surface, bouncing around the small zero-gee compartment padded walls. Pain barking from every joint like angry dogs. He bounced up against something soft. Found the Mia clone floating serenely asleep in a mummy's wrap of spray-bandages.



“Your aggression-relief therapy clone is currently in cryo-recovery,” said the autodoc. “Per our obligation we have resuscitated and surgically modified your companion to remove the umbilicus tether.”



A diagram helpfully popped up showing the unpleasant anatomical tube that had been uninstalled like an obsolete cable modem.



“She is now certified as a fully mobile, autonomous bio-companion,” the AI said proudly. “While post-cryosleep disorientation can last several days, she will be fine. Just keep her away from sharp objects, memory triggers, and religious programming.”



Grant pressed a hand to her chest, felt her breathing. The clone didn’t react. Her eyes were closed, her body twitching slightly with cryonic muscle spasms. It was surreal seeing her like that.



Of course it wasn't actually Mia. Not the nagging, real-world Mia who used to yell at him about job interviews and turning down the thermostat. This one was peaceful, tranquil. Her hair floated in slow motion, and her skin glowed with unnatural perfection. Would this Mia’s ponytail swing when she walked out of the room during arguments? Say his name the same sarcastic way when he screwed up?



That Mia was on Earth while he was still stuck on a prison ship halfway across the galaxy. But a prison ship he was now in control of… For the first time in weeks, maybe months, he felt a sliver of something like hope that he has a way back home.



“How is everyone else?” he asked.



The AI chirped,
 “Clarification required: do you mean everyone aboard the ship, or just the subset still breathing? Crew and inmate population suffered 98% casualties. Excellent reduction in overhead!”



Grant winced. “No, I mean my friends. The ones who visited the medbay with me earlier.”



The cartoon syringe was replaced by a green-skinned cartoon doctor with a clipboard.
 “Your companions are all alive and out of intensive care. They each experienced full tissue regeneration, trauma counselling, or psychological reintegration as applicable. You, inmate Garnt, are the final discharge. Congratulations on being the one irresponsible enough to get hurt the worst.”



Grant rubbed his temples. “Thanks. I’ll print that on a shirt.”



“Excellent idea! Our merch partnership with Fabripod Apparel offers customizable victory tees. Printing now.”



A whir came from the side wall, and a vacuum-sealed t-shirt floated out of a slot marked
 Emotional Support Merchandise
 and bumped him in the nose. It read:
 “I Hijacked a Prison Barge and All I Got Was This Mandatory Healing Cycle”
 .



 



***



 



Grant stepped barefoot out of the medbay, bleary-eyed, and with his ass hanging out the back of a flimsy hospital gown. As the heavy bulkhead door opened to the ship's main spine corridor, he felt a gust of air up under his gown that made his nutsack shrivel.



Silence. Empty.



Behind him, space hamster medtechs squeaked and scrambled in a frenzy, their labcoats flapping like capes. The three-foot-tall puffballs had datapads they wanted him to fill out before letting him be discharged.



“Sir! Sir! You're exhibiting reckless ambulatory behavior!” one squeaked.



“Vital signs still within margin-of-error for spontaneous organ liquefaction!”



“You had a broken femur, severe laser scoring, and void-borne urethral fissures! You should be dead!”



“I've had worse hangovers,” Grant muttered, waving them off. “I'm fine. Except for the fact you incinerated my clothes.”



“Sir! You are not fit for public interface! Your exposed genitalia may be cause for alarm to some species.”



Grant gave them the finger over his shoulder and kept walking. “Happens more often than you think.”



He limped down the corridor with the determination of a man who’d had enough recovery. The medbay lights vanished behind him along with the muttering hamsters as they retreated back inside.



Glancing either direction down the spine corridor, the ship seemed empty.



Not just empty... dead quiet.



The kind of quiet you only get when something’s gone terribly wrong and nobody’s left to talk about it.



Start with the bridge...



Evidence of the riot and hijacking was still everywhere. On his way forward he passed a busted viewport covered in blood-spatter and scratched with claw marks. A nearby wall screen looped an ad for CompliCare Security Services:
 “Our Guards Are Certified In De-escalation, Decapitation, and Customer Relations!”
 Past that, a hallway lit by pulsing emergency beacons. A sleestak’s leg... just the leg... was jammed behind a wall conduit. Grant gave it a wide berth.



The ship seemed to be running on autopilot, systems humming in the background. The lights flickered on as he approached, dimmed behind him again. Doors opened with cheerful chirps. Vents whispered recycled air like nothing had happened.



“Yeah...” he said out loud, just to break the silence. “Real ghost-ship vibes.”



He'd worked his share of night watchman security jobs and had to admit he sometimes preferred the world when there was nobody else around... but the fact this was an derelict alien spaceship made it a bit less welcoming. Some part of him was keeping an eye out for big alien eggs…



On the bridge, the doors opened to an abandoned compartment. The captain’s chair empty, consoles flashing and occasionally beeping to themselves. The navigation console blinked a message.



> AUTO-PILOT: Engaged – Destination ETA: 23 Standard Cycles



The bodies had been cleared out, but the blood and gouged metal from the fight to seize the ship still clung to the floor like old sins. Grant stood by the pilot's chair under the dome of the forward viewport, staring into the void… literally.



Voidspace stretched in every direction... not black, but a churning madness of impossible geometry and swirling color. Reds that bled into greens that pulsed like something alive. Purple vortices coiled around stars that weren't stars, and distances that made no physical sense twisted his stomach the longer he stared.



A pressure built behind his eyes. Not pain exactly, but a kind of fear that there was something out there. Watching him back. Waiting. Vast and quiet and cruel. Something that noticed the ship like a bug caught in the corner of its eye... a flicker, a wrinkle.



He stepped back fast, heart thudding.
 Fuck this…



Leaving the bridge behind, he hit the crew quarters module next. Just as empty.



The lizardmen weren’t just gone... they’d been erased. A single silver speedo sat in the hall, snagged on a loose deck plate. A half-eaten protein slab stuck to the deck. He stepped into the aviary by mistake and found two feathery reptilian pets perched in the rafters, grooming each other like nothing had happened. All that was left of the dozens that had been here before.



“Hey guys,” Grant muttered. “Glad someone made it.”



They chirped back. One of them launched a poop missile. It splattered on the doorframe behind him.



The hot rock biome still had power. The air was thick with heat under the fake orange sun sunlamp beaming down on sandstone rocks and jagged stone formations. He sensed movement, heard a scrape, and spun around.



Something scaly darted into the ductwork. It was fast. Low to the ground. Long tail. Feminine silhouette. Big hips. Not a male sleestak, one of their naked semi-intelligent females. That was all he needed, a bunch of komodo-dragon sized lizards living in the air vents.



“Fuck it,” Grant said. “Tomorrow's problem.”



Next stop was the women’s cellblock. He checked both his old cell – bare as a church during a Super Bowl – and Alice’s luxury suite. Empty. No clothes, no trash, no sarcastic redhead giving him crap. Not even a leftover sports bra. Same in the men’s cellblock; nobody home.



The rec room had seen some serious damage but the big video hologram board was still playing some sort of sportsball game with zero-gravity pitchers and rules that made baseball look simple.



He stood there listening to alien color commentator longer than he meant to, just to hear another voice.



Grant walked the full length of the spine corridor toward the far end of the ship, retracing the route he'd taken during the riot. It felt longer now. He passed sealed blast doors, scorched bulkheads, even a few twisted bits of shrapnel embedded in the walls… but he didn’t see a soul.



No Sleestak. No inmates. No survivors cleaning up the mess. Just the low thrum of engines, the flicker of auto-lighting, and the subtle hiss of life support keeping the graveyard fresh.



An unreasonable fear that the ship had been abandoned except for him began to creep up his spine. His mind supplied the plot from the Space Force Five season one episode:
 Rescue on Riva
 . A Halloween episode about extra-dimensional ghosts that had taken the crew of a cargo ship one by one.



“Now you’re just being paranoid,” he assured himself.



Was he though? For all he knew space ghosts were a real thing in the void.



He paused at an intersection, glancing down a corridor he didn't recognize. A pair of rolling janitorial bots stood motionless halfway down the hall, mops extended but still as corpses. Neither moved as he passed.



It was like that all the way to engineering.



The big doors opened to reveal the engineering compartment a lot cleaner than the last time he's seen it. Bodies gone, most of the gore scrubbed clean.



Everything hummed working by itself. Systems that had been ripped apart in the jailbreak were sealed. Repaired. Monitors showed healthy diagnostics. Fusion core readouts pulsed nominal. The ship ran fine. Like it didn’t even need a crew anymore. Like it had swallowed them and moved on.



“Well… at least it proves somebody was around to fix it up,” Grant muttered.



He leaned against a console, scratching at the back of his neck.



Where the fuck was everyone?



Grant had had enough of wandering around the ship with his cheeks flapping in the breeze. A hospital gown might pass for fashion in a medbay full of hamster doctors, but the novelty wore off fast. Especially when the internal climate systems decided to crank the air to “arctic locker room” levels.



So he turned and headed aft, following the curving spine of the ship toward the cargo bay. If his stuff had survived the riot, the purge, and the post-jailbreak cleanup, it’d be back there. His truck. His trailer. Some pants.



The cargo bay door opened with a low pneumatic hiss. Grant stepped inside and stopped short.



The hell?



From the observation deck above the dark empty space of the cargo hold it looked like a backyard slumber party had crash-landed in the middle of his personal storage lot. Outside his old camper trailer – the same dented and sun-faded beater, still bearing a “Don’t Tread on Me” bumper sticker – there were sleeping bags, air mattresses, and overturned supply crates scattered in a loose semicircle. A heating stove from the Space Y survival kit glowed in the center like a campfire. Around it lounged his missing companions.



Relief hit Grant harder than expected. Deep down, he’d been bracing for some sort of disaster. That everyone but him was dead or missing without explanation. But they were here. All of them. Alive.



He made his way down the metal stairs in the dark, bare footsteps soft. As he got closer, their voices floated up to him through the shadows.



They were draped in his fold-out lawn chairs like suburban teenagers sneaking beers. Boomi had one leg slung over the armrest, poking at a ration pack with suspicion. Merin sat cross-legged on an air mattress, looking deeply skeptical at another. Jane leaned against a crate with her datapad in hand. Bonda was sniffing a foil meal pouch with genuine curiosity. Even the four-armed moppet alien was there, curled up on a pillow like a sphinx.



Grant hung back in the shadows, watching.



Boomi squinted. “This one says 'chili mac'. That sounds like a dare.” She tried a small taste on the tip of her tongue and made a face.



“It burns!” Boomi coughed, violently wiping her tongue.



Alice, sitting a little apart from the others with a camping fork in hand, scowled. “You're all ungrateful. You know I went out of my way to make you a genuine Earth meal out of my ship stores and all I get is complaints!”



Jane was reading the nutrition label. “These sodium levels are excessive. Prolonged exposure would likely be lethal to most species.”



“And the spices,” Merin added. “You said this one had… cumin? What even is that? It tastes like battery acid.”



“It tastes like delicious,” Alice snapped.



Bonda poked another pouch, peeled it open, and took a sniff. “This one smells like okay.” She dabbed a long tongue inside the pouch and tasted it. Her eyestalk wobbled with excitement. “It’s amazing.”



Alice looked over, baffled. “That? That's just plain white rice. It doesn’t even have salt.”



“This one is delicious too!” Merin exclaimed. “What's 'plain oatmeal'?” she asked the redhead.



“A punishment they put in the variety pack of oatmeal packets,” Alice scowled.



Moments later, the alien girls were all scarfing rice and oatmeal down like it was contraband.  Alice stared at them with something between horror and betrayal.



“That? That's your favorite? That’s the most boring food in the entire kit!”



Grant watched from the shadows, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.



His crew. God help him.



“So this is what a victory party looks like without me?” he called out, his voice echoing lazily through the vast cargo bay. “Nice to see you all raiding my supplies and trashing the joint while I was in a coma.”



The reaction was instant. Every head turned.



“GRANT!”



Boomi launched across the bay like a sugar-fueled cannonball, practically tackling him. “You're alive! You're here! Pin me down!” Her antennae lit up pink with joy.



Merin followed close behind. She threw herself into his other side, hugging him like a favorite blanket. “You scared us. We thought you were still in the pod for another two days.”



“Still am,” Grant muttered. “This is probably just a coma dream.”



Boomi kissed his jaw. “If it is, you better not wake up.”



Merin was openly feeling him up under the hospital gown. “You smell so good.”



“Alright, c'mon, don’t get clingy. I'm not that fragile.”



Alice stepped in and cleared her throat a little too loudly. “Break it up, you horndogs. Have some self-respect. He's still recovering.”



She crossed her arms, trying hard to look unimpressed, but her eyes lingered on Grant just a beat too long.



Grant raised an eyebrow. “You worried about me?”



Relief flickered across her face, quickly buried beneath practiced sarcasm. Her mouth twitched like she wanted to smile. “I'm worried you’ll collapse and then I'll have to carry you to the medbay again,” she shot back. She softened slightly. “I made chili mac no one wants... you interested?”



He smirked. “Hell yes. Hand it over.”



Moments later, Grant sat in one of his old camp chairs, a warm mylar pouch of ready-to-eat Earth food in his hands. The heating stove glowed in front of them, with a string of party lanterns stung overhead for light, painting shadows across supply crates and air mattresses. The familiar smell of processed beef product and artificial cheese sauce hit him like a truck.



He dug in.



“Hot damn,” he said around a mouthful. “Shelf-stable or not, that's the best fucking thing I've eaten in months.”



The campfire glow of the Space Y heating stove cast everyone in soft amber light. Grant leaned back in his fold-up lawn chair and took a long look at the scene, savoring small wins.



Alice sat upright on the edge of one of his camp chairs, the Space Y bodysuit clinging to her like it had been sprayed on. Corporate-issued modesty padding at the crotch and all, but the way the suit hugged her curves like protective plastic on a new computer left little to the imagination. If she was trying to look casual and competent in her uniform, she’d lost that fight the moment she’d bent over to retrieve the meal pouch for him.



Damn… that ass…



They’d all managed to find something other than the prison uniforms to wear. Merin was swimming in what had once been a sleestak tech jumpsuit. She’d cut off the sleeves and legs, turning it into a romper that somehow made her look even more like a little woodland sprite who wandered into a space horror movie by mistake... and came out hotter than she had any right to. Bare legs stretched out in the heater’s warmth, glowing faintly off her ears in the low light.



And Boomi... the alien sex bunny had no shame and less concern for sizing charts. She was lounging in one of Mia’s old stripper outfits scavenged from the camper, a fake schoolgirl skirt in pink plaid that was indecently short, and a commemorative SLAMMA BRAWL tee-shirt with his face on it. Both were at least a size too small, and both looked like they were going to surrender the fight against physics at any second. The skirt rode up every time she reached for something, flashing the curve of her ass cheeks and everything else.



Jane had also been looting clothes from the camper. She’d swapped her prison uniform for one of his old sleeveless T-shirts, oversized and practically dress-length on her. It slid off one shoulder, revealing a flash of blue tits out the arm-hole every time she reached for something. He was nearly certain she was letting the hem ride up high enough to show Grant the pink patch of pubic hair like Sharon Stone in that movie scene.



He blinked. Cleared his throat. Took another bite from the pouch. And tried not to look like the happiest damn man in the galaxy.



Alice, looking smug, handed him a steaming mug. “Coffee?”



He paused, forkful halfway to his mouth, and took it like it was gold.



One sip. It was freeze-dried instant, and it was glorious. Eyes closed. Sigh deep enough to register seismic activity.



“Marry me,” he muttered.



Alice choked on her own cup of brown gold. Turned back to the supply crate, hiding her face.



What did I say?



Boomi tilted her head. “What is that?”



“What's what?”



“That word, 'marry'?”



Grant paused a moment, confused. The micronaut translators weren't working? “You know. Romantic contract. Lifelong commitment. Soul-crushing obligation.”



Boomi shrugged helplessly. Still confused.



Grant sat up a little, setting his coffee aside. “Alright, let me try this again. Back on Earth, a couple can uh, go through a ceremony and mate for life. You stick together, good or bad. You build a life. Maybe a home. Maybe a family.”



They all stared at him. Behind them, the soft glow of the space heater flickered like a campfire under alien stars.



Merin squinted. “Why would anyone do that on purpose?”



“Still figuring that out,” he said. “You guys really don't know what marriage is?”



The silence that followed was thick enough to chew. Jane spoke up. “That isn’t standard on any world I know of. Perhaps the closest equivalent would be a corporate merger between two families via contractual shared offspring.”



“Well, that's romantic...” Alice scowled.



Boomi seemed pre-occupied, in serious thought mode, and spoke without making eye-contact. “So... if I eat your food and sleep in your trailer and had your babies, is that... marriage?”



“That’s shacking up,” Grant said. “Totally different.”



Alice rolled her eyes. “Can we talk about literally anything else?”



Grant took another sip of coffee. “Fine. So what’ve you guys been up to while I was out cold?”



Jane picked up her data pad, then tapped a holographic control panel. A navigation projection flared into life above the campfire glow, showing a tangled constellation of plotted points. A red dot blinked on the outer fringe.



“I reversed course using the primary data drive,” she said. “With the voidspace corridor still stable, we should reach the Dirt solar system in approximately 24 days.”



Grant froze with the mug halfway to his lips, looked to Alice. “Less than a month? We’re headed home?”



“That was the objective,” Jane said.



 



***



 









Chapter 38
    
 
: Can’t Go Home Again




 



It took Grant a moment to register that the nightmare was over and he’d be back on Earth for football season, then he was out of his chair. Stood up with a laugh and kissed Jane on the mouth.



“YES! Earth, baby!” he whooped out loud.



Then he caught the look on Boomi's face.



She sat with her knees drawn up to her chest, arms around her legs, antennae drooping and a miserable look on her face.



“What?” he asked, still grinning. “Boomi, c'mon. I did it! I was going to be tortured to death for decades and I beat the rap!”



Her voice was quiet. “So that’s it? You're just gonna go back home and forget all about us?”



Grant blinked. The smile cracked.



“What? No. Look, I got ripped out of my life and dropped into a mechanical hell full of lizards and space fungus. I’ve been shot, stabbed, burned, and nearly spaced. Yeah, I want to go home. Fuck yeah. That’s the whole point.”



Boomi stood up fast. Her antennae flushed pale blue. “Then I hope Earth is everything you remember.”



She turned and ran into the dark, reappeared climbing the stairs to the exit doors.



Grant stared after her, stunned. “What the hell was that?”



Jane stood. Calm, clipped. But her voice was cold.



“That’s not my place to answer.”



He rubbed his face, frustration bubbling. “Look, I didn’t ask for any of this. Wouldn’t you go back if you could?”



“No,” Jane said. “I can’t. My home was atomized.”



Grant opened his mouth. Closed it.



“Okay,” he tried again. “But Earth’s not so bad. We got cheeseburgers. Beer. Baseball. Freeways. Waterparks.”



Alice finally spoke, voice low. “We also have wars. Guns. Cops with tanks. A loneliness epidemic. Ads that scream you’re not good enough unless you buy more crap.”



He glared at her.



“What?” she shrugged sadly. “Just saying.”



“We also have rock music,” Grant added. “Mountains… sea to shining sea…”



Jane stepped away from the campsite and deactivated her projection. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy there.”



She left, disappearing into the dark after Boomi.



Grant stood in silence, his mouth open and nothing to say that didn’t sound defensive.



“Fucksakes,” he grumbled. “Is it so bad to want to go home?” he asked Alice.



The redhead shrugged. “Home means different things to different people,” she said simply.



 



***



 



The party was over after that. The cargo bay quickly emptied out, the flickering space heater casting long shadows as each of the others peeled away. Merin gave Alice a soft squeeze on the arm and whispered something but didn't say a word to Grant – just gave a stiff nod and vanished into the spine corridor. Bonda and the moppet disappeared with a yawn and four-handed stretch, mumbling excuses.



In a couple minutes it was just Grant and Alice sitting by the heater, the last of the coffee cooling between them. He stretched out in his lawn chair, staring up at shadows of the ceiling struts far above.



“Y'know,” he said. “We’re not just going home. We’re going back with proof. Real aliens. Real ship. Real tech. We’re gonna be heroes. Imagine pulling this Corvette into orbit over Earth, landing on the White House lawn and just casually dropping the ramp.”



Alice raised an eyebrow. “And then get shot by the secret service?”



“You  know what I mean! We’ll be rich. The feds, Elton Mask, the Vatican, even Disney’s frozen brain in a jar... they’ll all lose their minds over this thing. Think of what we can reverse-engineer. Antigravity, voidspace drives, a machine that prints clothes...”



Alice sipped her mug, unimpressed. “That all you want?”



Grant shrugged. “It’s a good place to start.” His grin widened. “We could fix everything. Infrastructure. Power grid. Climate crap. Hell, give hospitals regeneration pods and let medtech hamsters take over ERs. Humanity 2.0.”



Alice stared at the heater. Her voice came out flat. “The one thing I’ve learned out here? Earth sucks.”



Grant blinked. “Excuse me?”



“Seriously. They call it a necroplanet for a reason. It’s a hellhole. That's the problem. Humans evolved into assholes because that was the only way to survive. And dropping alien tech on it won’t change human nature. We’ll find a way to turn it into new ways to hurt each other. Bigger guns. Smarter bombs. Richer assholes.”



“Damn, Red. You always this cheerful at bedtime? You’ll change your tune when you’re sipping a fifty-dollar a glass of wine back in Seattle, living like a queen.”



She smirked. “You buying?”



“We split it down the middle, fifty-fifty. You can have Seattle, I plan on buying Malibu.”



She smiled. “Just Malibu? Why not the whole state?”



“You're right... gotta think bigger. We can go halfsies on the moon.”



Something shifted in Alice. Her face softened. A warm look in those blue eyes. “Come on,” she said, standing and brushing herself off. Her tone shifted... quieter, more deliberate. “You wanna turn in?”



Grant caught the pause. The look in her eyes. It wasn’t just a sleeping bag offer.



“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I do.”



Alice led the way toward his camper. The outer hull was scuffed and beat to hell, but the inside—



Spotless. Fresh linens on the bunk. No more pizza crusts. The sink didn’t smell like death. Everything was scrubbed, folded, put away. His toolbox had been reorganized. There were little touches... a blanket over the couch, a mug rack mounted by the galley, a full container of ready-to-eat Space Y meals.



Alice stepped aside to let him in.



“You, uh... been living here?”



She shrugged and looked away. “Didn’t want to sleep in the cells.”



Grant scratched the back of his neck. “Well... you did a hell of a job. Looks better than it ever did.”



Alice smiled, faint and private. “Yeah, I know. Not much of a challenge the way you lived”



Grant turned to argue the point, and Alice was already there, close enough for her breath to fog his collarbone. For a heartbeat, they just stood in the stillness of the small space, the muffled hum of the cargo bay outside, the faint whir of the air recycler outside.



Then Alice reached up and slid her fingers into his hair.



“You think too much,” she whispered.



“Never been accused of that before,” he mumbled.



And that was it. The switch flipped.



She kissed him with a slow, building intensity, hands exploring the lines of his back under the thin fabric of his hospital gown. He kissed her like he’d been meaning to for weeks and had a moment of bliss exploring the softness of her lips.



Clothes came off in a frenzy. Her bodysuit peeled down like a second skin left inside-out on the floor, forgotten. He’d seen her naked a dozen times already but watching her unpeel the suit inch by inch got his dick hard. His hospital robe dropped to the floor, and he was peeling her out of her sports bra. She pushed him onto the bed with a grin that was all challenge, then followed, straddling him with a low laugh.



“You gonna keep pretending you don’t like me, or are we done with that phase?” he asked.



“Shut up and let me worship you like a dumb, meatheaded Earth god,” she said, breathless, kissing her way up his chest.



She crawled on top of him, sucking on his lips. Like a different Alice had suddenly inhabited the uptight, angry astronaut.



Redheads… amiright?



She gave him a crooked smile, her motor running. Ground her pussy up and down on his cock as they made out. Guided his hands to her ass. When he started to squeeze her perfect round cheeks, she gave a low chuckle and sat up, still grinding on him, and sent a hand down between her legs.



“Fuck yes…”



He sat up and fed her pale tits into his mouth one at a time until she was gasping. Then somehow, he was flat on his back and she’d climbed up, presenting her ginger pussy to his mouth.



You gotta admire the initiative…



She was already wet when his tongue tasted her and as he swirled her clit back and forth, she trembled, and her thighs shook. Went stiff as a board and jerked a few times before by the rising banshee moans and the flood of wetness told him she had just come. So slippery and thick she tasted sweet on his tongue. Like a human strawberry.



“I’ve been dreaming about you eating my pussy!” she moaned loudly. “Unghhhh yes!”



Who was this sex-addict and what had she done with the real Alice?



The whole sexy nerd thing had always been a bit of a thing for him. And tongue-fucking a rocket scientist was making his cock painfully hard. She collapsed next to him and crawled back to kiss him again. Practically licking her taste off his lips. She glanced down at his cock and her jaw dropped.



“Oh my god…” she gawked, touching it. “That’s the biggest thing I’ve ever seen.”



She was almost drooling as she bent to take him in her mouth. Attacked it with such skill and ferocity he briefly thought of coming in her mouth right then…



“You taste amazing,” she moaned. The next thing he knew he was feeling the head of his cock in the back of her throat.



“Ah-ah-ah,” she let him go with a wet smack. Felt his tightening balls. “No coming yet.”



Alien girls might be tight little sex kittens, but apparently it took an Earth girl to put their cock-sucking to shame.



And like she could read his mind she paused corkscrewing his cock in her hand and moaned in a sultry voice. “Tell me your little space bunnies can suck your cock as good as me…”



“Fuck me…” he breathed. “Not even close.”



She went to town on his dick. Sucking and stroking him until she brought him to the edge of coming twice more.



“Goddammit!” he moaned in frustration after the third time.



He pitched her on her back, making her squeal, and pinned her thighs open before he sank into her cunt for the first time. Both of them shocked by the speed and depth he reached right away, staring at each other.



They fucked hard, nonstop, for ten minutes.



She moaned constantly, sometimes louder, sometimes softer. And by the third time he realized she was coming. Had already come about ten times. Was so sensitive that even a few hard deep strokes could set her off again. He gripped her by the chin and her eyes locked in his. Fierce and challenging.



“Just like that… I love it… I love your cock…” she moaned, losing her mind. “I love you…”



Holy fuck…



He wasn’t even sure she knew she’d said it, but a moment later her eyes flew open, realization hitting her.



“God I fucking love you,” he gasped back.



She came so hard she was crying. Entire body shaking, and he was about ten seconds behind her. Held on long enough to admire the shaking, shuddering way her entire body gave in to him, opening everything, physically and emotionally, and then he flooded her with a throbbing mess that took a full minute to finish emptying his balls.



They collapsed together, her clinging to him, searching his eyes and hyperventilating as he brushed her hair off her face like it was the last barrier between them.



The post-come bliss lasted about five minutes before she was kissing and stroking his dick again. Once was definitely not going to be enough for this pent-up redhead and Grant was happy to test her limit. The second time they did it she moaned, “I want to be on top this time, but you have to promise me you’ll pin me down after…” And after feeding his cock into her tight soaking insides she ground her hips back and forth, craning her neck to catch glimpses of him stretching her open. Turned on by watching herself bounce on him.



She liked narrating. “You like it when I bounce on your cock… feel how wet you make me… my tits are so sensitive…”



But mostly she liked coming and managed it a half-dozen more times. Facing him, reverse, sideways… Until she had no strength to continue riding him. Sheened in sweat.



He was yelling to let her know he was coming when she yelled, “Not yet!” and he pounded her until she came again.



The third time he rolled her over. Didn’t even have to say a word and she had her ass in the air, face in the mattress. Pounding her perfect round ass from behind until she screamed into the pillow. He reached a spot so deep in her she stopped being able to speak. Made her come until she was trying to crawl away and he wouldn’t let her. Made her push back and thrust against him until they found a perfect rhythm and he couldn’t take it any longer. Unloaded one more time.



When they finally collapsed, it was a tangle of sweaty limbs, crumpled sheets, and the low hum of the roof fan trying – and failing – to keep up. The bed creaked as they shifted, blankets half-pulled over them, one of her knees resting over his hip, his arm slung around her waist like he was afraid she'd float off if he let go.



“Next time…” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “Spank me, okay?”



“I have no doubt, you’ll deserve it,” he managed to say between breaths.



They both laughed. Content. Alice pressed her cheek to his chest and murmured, “Roomier than the isocube where we met.”



Grant snorted, brushing a damp coppery strand of hair off her forehead. “Yeah, but not by much.”



She laughed... a warm, breathless sound that settled into a hum against his ribs. “I don't mind... it’s bigger than the crew quarters on the Heavy Galactica lifter to Mars and I was ready to spend a year in one. Guess I don't need a bigger place. Just better company.”



He kissed the top of her head. “Well, when we get back to Earth we’ll rent an entire suite at Caesar’s Palace. See if we can improve anything with a bit more room.”



“Back on Earth…”



“No guarantees you won’t get tired of me,” he chuckled. “I seem to rub everyone the wrong way after a while. No warranty, limited return policy.”



“I thought so at first,” she whispered. “But tell you the truth… you’ve grown on me.”



They stayed like that, heartbeat syncing, until exhaustion finally began to pull him under. One arm under her neck, her hand tracing idle circles on his bare chest.



“Grant...” Alice sighed against his chest. “I'm not going back.”



Grant blinked, half-awake. “What?”



“To Earth, I mean. I'm staying out here... in space.”



Grant pushed himself up onto one elbow, blinking at her like she’d grown a second head. “What?”



“You heard me.”



“Yeah I heard you, I just… seriously? Where else are you going to go?”



Alice stayed curled against him but her body tensed, eyes fixed on the ceiling. “I meant what I said. I’ll make sure you get home safe. But me? I want to see what else is out here. What other civilizations exist. What it all means.”



“You’re kidding. After all this? We finally get a ticket home, and you want to tear it up?”



“It’s not that simple,” she sighed.



He took her chin and forced her to look at him. “Then maybe try to explain.”



She looked a little hurt… no… scared. “I spent my whole life on Earth feeling like I was waiting for something bigger. This is it, Grant. I can’t just go back and pretend it didn’t happen.”



He laughed. Bitter, low. Flopped back down on the bed and joined her staring at the cracked ceiling of the camper over the bed.



“Now it's funny?” she asked.



“If you're me? Yeah,” he said trying to sound relaxed. “I don't know what I was thinking... I should’ve seen this coming. People never stick around. Not for me.”



Alice turned her head slightly, surprised. “I'm not everybody.”



Grant glanced at her. “No... you sure aren't. Did you know the night we were abducted? My girlfriend broke up with me. Saved her from being gang-probed by sleestaks and next day she was gone. And for my trouble I got scooped up by a tractor beam and sentenced to a life torture sentence. Geezus… you think I'd be used to it by now...”



She was quiet for a moment. Then softly: “Well there’s one big difference between then and now.”



“Is there?”



“Yeah... this time, you’re the one leaving.”



Grant flinched. Just slightly.



He didn’t answer.



The silence pressed between them like another blanket they didn’t ask for.



“Are you actually convinced that you can go home again?” Alice said. “Because I’m not. I spent my whole life dreaming about the stars. You saw an alien civilization when you went onto that space station, and it doesn’t make you the least bit curious? This is like being the first Vikings to sail to America… or Magellan, or… or Neil-fucking-Armstrong! I’m supposed to just go back to Earth and give that up?”



He didn't know what to say. His throat felt tight.



“I get it,” he finally managed. “We each got to do what we got to do.”



She kissed him, softer this time.



A few minutes later she'd dozed off, her breathing slow and even. Grant lay there, eyes open, staring at the camper ceiling. Eventually, he slid out of bed, pulled on a pair of boxers, and dug through the old storage bin under the table.



Inside: some battered letters in envelopes, old ID badges, a bent license plate, a few crumpled photos... Earth stuff. Home stuff. He pawed through them like they might give him answers. Then he found a small envelope, yellowed and old. He opened it, sliding the old photographs out. A few actual polaroids, a few school grad pictures. They stopped around the same time digital cameras started being common, but there was a decent selection of his childhood. His mom had loved taking pictures, like she wanted to prove they were a normal family. He flipped through them, a growing sense of unease crawling up his spine. Went through them faster.



“What the fuck...” he breathed.



His stomach turned. The edges of the photo blurred. It felt like someone had rewound a memory in his skull.



He blinked once. Twice. His hands were shaking. A pressure built behind his eyes like his brain was trying to reject what it was seeing. Panic fluttered in his chest; not like fear, but like dissonance. Like static. Like something was wrong with the picture, but even worse... something was wrong with him.



He stared at the photo, a cold sweat breaking across his skin. “What the fuck...”



 



***



 



Grant arrived at the corridor outside the science module in a sprint, ignoring the nearby space hamsters medbay. His lungs clawing at every breath, he skidded to a halt, bare feet sliding on scorched metal. The door was like he'd last seen it: forced open from the inside, warped outward.



He had his .357 in hand. A ship-killer weapon by alien standards, and merely lethal by Earth standards. The weight of it in his grip was comforting. Familiar. And he hung onto that, because it had been a long... long... time since he'd felt fear like this.



Not the fistfight kind. Not the kind you got in a rope harness 200 feet up a windmill while the wind kicked up. Not even the facing-down-a-squad-of-alien lizards kind. No, this was a creeping, suffocating dread that twisted in his gut like a coiled spring.



It wasn’t fear of something outside. It was fear of what might already be
 inside
 . His head. His memories.



He could hear his own pulse drumming in his ears, thudding hard enough to make his teeth ache. He stepped into the wreckage of the science module. Made his way through the broken labs and corridors to reach the staircase to the upper deck. hesitated there a moment before he climbed the steep staircase, fingers slick with sweat on the rungs.



Upper deck. Containment labs.



The doors groaned open under his captain-level override, slow as guilt. He faced the row of high-security containment labs ahead. What little light the emergency strips gave off barely clung to the corridor.



He felt like a kid, afraid of what was in the shadows. He forced himself to step forward and the air itself seemed to protest. One step. Then another. Like he was walking willingly into the mouth of something that wanted to swallow him whole.



He reached the final door.



High security. Keyed for multi-authority override. The panel beside it flickered.



> ACCESS RESTRICTED USER: OVERRIDE? Y/N



His hand hovered. Shook. The trigger finger that never flinched before twitched uselessly.



Then he licked his finger to press it to the control, letting it read his DNA coded micronauts.



The door opened.



The room beyond thrummed like a living heart. In the center stood the conical vault, an ugly metal volcano radiating ripples into the air around it. The machinery surrounding it like barnacles on a whale... blinking, humming, crackling with energy.



Grant felt sick to his stomach even from outside the room. The light bent. Even sound folded in on itself. Every step forward was like walking into a hurricane of static. The revolver felt ten pounds heavier. He eyed the machines clinging to the walls, jutting from the black alloy like tumors. 



Grant forced himself deeper into the containment chamber, each step like walking into a wall of invisible jelly. Blood trickled from his nose. His vision jittered around the edges, but he lifted the .357 and pointed it straight at the conical vault.



“Alright,” he managed, voice hoarse but steady. “We’re done playing hide and screw-with-my-brain. You wanna talk? Then
 come out and talk
 .”



Nothing happened.



He cocked the revolver.



“These are jacketed .357 rounds,” he said, stepping forward. “They punched clean through the inner hull of this ship. You wanna take a chance this fancy alien vault can stop 'em? Because I
 don’t
 care anymore.”



The world blinked.



One second, Grant stood in the containment cell, drenched in sweat, finger on the trigger. The next...



Darkness. Empty. Endless.



He was standing in nothing. No walls. No floor. No vault. Just an infinite black expanse and the ringing echo of his own pulse. The .357 was gone. His hand clenched air.



“What the hell...”



“Grant?”



The small, scared voice came from behind him.



He spun.



Standing there, in the middle of the void, was Aubrey.



His little sister.



She looked exactly like she had when he last saw her. Twelve. Freckles. Hair in a messy ponytail. Her favorite hoodie zipped up tight. Wide, innocent eyes.



Only that couldn't be her, could it...



“Nope,” Grant muttered. “Bullshit.”



Aubrey's face scrunched. “Grant? What are you talking about? It’s me. It’s Bree.”



“You're not my sister.”



She flinched like he’d hit her. Tears welled up instantly. “How can you say that? You promised. You promised you'd always be there for me.”



“Drop the act,” he snapped. “You almost had me, but I figured it out. I
 don’t
 have a sister. Never did.”



She started crying, full-on sobbing now. “You don’t remember! Because your mind is all scrambled. You’re confused, Grant. You
 have
 to be.”



He took a step toward her, fury boiling under his skin. “Boy am I ever the opposite of confused. I'm seeing things clearly since the first time I set foot on this ship. Since the sleestak threw me in the isocube.”



She shook her head, denying it.



He went on, voice sharp as glass. “That wasn't the isocube...that was you. You made me and Alice see each other's memories. That wasn't tech. That was
 you
 .”



Aubrey – whatever she was – stared at him in silence.



The tears stopped.



The air grew colder.



And the blackness around them started to ripple like ink in water. Grant stood still, jaw tight, breath heaving like he was holding back a punch that might knock the universe off its axis.



“You were in my head,” he said, voice quiet now. Not angry. Just certain. “The dream in medbay? The one where I remembered you trapped in a hospital bed? Very clever.”



The girl – Bree – didn’t answer.



“And then the amusement park. That dream was the tell. One of the best days in our childhood... Only I just went through every photo of my childhood. And not one of them had you in it. Not that day. Not any day.”



Her bottom lip trembled.



“Because you don't exist. Never did. You just forced me to think you did. The only part I can't think of is why…”



“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Aubrey... her... it... said in a miserable whisper.



“Fucking funny way of showing it, messing with my head.”



She looked up at him, shook her head violently. “No! When Luxx was... torturing you, I tried to protect you. I gave you someplace safe to go. Didn’t I? I tried to warn you about Scub taking engineering... even before it happened, I knew what he was going to do... “



“Bullshit…” he said, but doubt trickled up his spine.



“You think Merin killed Luxx on her own? She was drained. Out of power. Nearly dead. Who do you think gave her that last burst of energy?”



Grant tilted his head, eyes narrowing.



“Yeah, but that’s not all you did… Merin told me it’d take a psychic of godlike strength to rewrite a mind. And that’s what you did, isn’t it? You didn’t just jump inside a few dreams. You got in deep. You built memories. Created a sister who was sick, trapped in a hospital... needed saving.”



He stepped closer. Not threatening. Just curious now.



“So what are you really? Some kind of alien psychic messiah?”



“I’m me…” she sniffled.



“Stop pretending to be human… what the fuck are you?”



Bree blinked. Her eyes shimmered, and the illusion fell away like mist.



In her place was something small. Bright red. Arachnid-like, with too many legs and oversized, glistening eyes that shimmered with the same frightened soul. Something between a hermit crab and a plush toy dipped in glitter.



She spoke in Bree’s voice.



“I’m not a god. I’m just a kid.”



“How is that possible?”



“I don’t know… I was born this way. I don't know why... or how. But others found out about me. They came for me. Luxx put me in this thing, trapped me in the dark, cut pieces off me just to see what would happen. He said he wanted to understand me. But he only ever wanted to control me... make me use my power to give him everything he ever wanted.”



She hesitated, then crept closer, scuttling on her legs.



“But then you came. You weren’t scared of the dark. You yelled back. You
 fought
 . And you made me feel like I wasn’t just something to be locked away.”



Grant swallowed. Hair standing up. “You were trying to make me want to stay.”



“No… I want you to
 choose
 to stay. You keep saying you want to go back home to Earth. But what’s home, Grant? A dead-end job? People who didn’t even notice you were gone? A girlfriend who dumped you and never looked back after you sacrificed your freedom to save her?”



She inched closer on her eight legs, luminous eyes huge and pleading.



“Home’s not where you’re from. It’s where you belong. And you’ve got something here. The girls. The crew.
 Me
 . We’re your family now. Why can’t
 this
 be your home?”



Grant looked down at his hands.



Hands that had bled and broken things. That had fixed machines and people. That had pulled strangers out of danger and slapped sense into idiotic aliens. Hands that had belonged to a nobody back on Earth.



But out here?



They mattered.



He exhaled, and it wasn’t a sigh. It was a letting go.



“Shit,” he muttered.



And for the first time he wondered if he’d actually found someplace he belonged.



 



***



 



Grant sat alone in the captain's chair in jeans and a tee-shirt, elbows on the armrest, staring out through the half-hemisphere portal that made up the entire forward wall of the bridge. Voidspace roiled outside, a cosmic stew of color and motion that defied logic. The stars were gone, replaced by shifting fractals and twisting patterns that made his eyeballs itch just looking at them. If you stared too long, you could almost hear it whispering back.



He scratched his stubbled jaw, leaned back, and muttered to himself.



“Ah, fuck it.”



He thumbed the PA toggle embedded in the chair arm. The panel chirped. A hollow
 boooop
 echoed through every module of the ship.



“Attention all personnel,” Grant said in his best gravelly
 Space Force Five
 voice. “This is your captain speaking. All crew report to the bridge for immediate briefing. Repeat: all crew, bridge, now. And no stopping for snacks.”



He clicked it off and grinned. Damn thing really
 was
 like the captain’s chair from Space Force Five. Just with more exposed wiring and fewer cupholders.



He was pacing impatiently when Bonda arrived first, slithering in with Squeaks, the two-headed alien shifting in nervousness.



“Park it,” Grant said, pointing at a seat. “Don’t touch anything. And save the questions till we’re all here.”



Jane, Boomi, Merin and Alice arrived in a loose cluster. Jane had her arms crossed. Alice looked mildly alarmed. Boomi had a half-eaten ration bar and crumbs on her shirt.



“What’s going on?” Alice asked. “Is it the voidcore? Are we being boarded again?”



“Nope,” Grant said, waving off their concern. “Relax. Nothing’s exploding yet. I just got something to say.”



Before he could continue, the bridge doors opened again. This time it was Chex the space hamster medtech, waddling in like he owned the place. He was escorting the Mia clone… still slightly wobbly but upright, wrapped in a recovery robe.



Merin’s eyes narrowed. “Seriously? Why is the blow-up doll here?”



Jane stepped in front of Mia protectively. “She’s not a medical asset, she's a person and also recovering. Show some basic decency.”



Mia blinked at the group, then gave a tentative wave. Jane helped escort her to a seat.



“Okay,” Grant said, clapping his hands. “Now that we’ve got the whole Brady Bunch here... I’ve made a decision.”



Everyone stared.



“After much consideration – and by that I mean approximately three hours of staring into an interdimensional migraine outside that window – I’ve decided that my talents are being wasted on Earth.”



He turned to face them, arms open.



“I’m staying. Effective immediately, I’m declaring myself Earth’s first goodwill ambassador to the interstellar community.”



“Badwill ambassador, more like,” Alice muttered, but her face was split with a stupid grin.



“But before you all wet yourselves with happiness, I have conditions,” he added.



Boomi was bouncing on her toes. “Yes!”



“Maybe hear what he says first,” Merin looked a little stunned herself.



“Don't care. Yes!” the albino repeated, her antennae glowing pink.



“One: my camper is off-limits. It's my private space. Two: we gotta figure out how to safely release the psychic spider-kid in the science lab before she melts her cage.”



“The what in the what?” Alice said.



“I’ll explain later,” Grant waved the question away. “Three: I want to be captain. You know, officially.”



Jane and Alice shared a look and a slow smile. “Merin?” Alice asked.



The space elf looked like she was trying not to explode with concealed joy. She nodded enthusiastically.



“Good,” Grant smiled.



Bonda blinked. “So... you're staying?”



“Of course I'm staying,” Grant said.



The effect was instant.



Boomi let out a high-pitched squeal and tackled him in a hug. Merin followed, giggling and nearly knocking them both over. Jane smiled faintly. Even Alice wiped at her eyes before she could pretend, she had something in them. She patted the Mia clone on the shoulder who just looked confused.



When he'd momentarily disentangled from the group hug, he approached the redhead.



“You okay?”



“I didn’t know if I could do it alone,” Alice whispered. “This whole... explore the stars thing. I thought I could. But I didn’t know.”



“Well, now you’ve got me,” Grant said, awkwardly. When Alice kissed him, more bodies piled on.



“Daddy!” Boomi sang happily. “I’m so glad!”



“Geezus, Boomi,” Grant said. “We talked about this... not in public.”



“Why not?” Boomi tilted her head. “You’re going to
 be
 a daddy soon.”



Grant froze. “...I’m sorry, what?”



Chex pulled out a datapad. Hamster hands bringing up a schematic. “We confirmed in the lab. We are converting Medbay Four into a nursery module. The offspring-safe radiation shielding will be upgraded within 48 hours. For a reasonable charge, of course.”



“What?” he repeated.



“Oh, get your brain out of first gear, Grant! Don’t say I didn’t warn you about fucking every alien girl on the ship,” Alice arched her eyebrows.



Grant turned on Jane. “B-but you said it wasn't possible to get Boomi pregnant… b-because she wasn't in a fertile period!”



Boomi snorted. “As if! Hoplite women are continually fertile!”



Grant almost cried.



Jane nodded matter-of-factly. “I meant you. How was I supposed to know hyumin males from planet Dirt are fertile year-round. Unexpectedly potent, too.”



Grant’s face drained of color.



Boomi beamed. “You get to pick the names for the litter!”



“Litter?” he blurted.



She nodded cheerfully. “Hoplite women always have multiples. Should be at least three!”



“Now that we know zombies from Dirt can inter-breed with hyumins, we should check anyone else you’ve had sexual relations with,” Chex said. “Who here qualifies?”



“Don’t look at me,” Alice said. “I’ve got the implant… good for another two years.”



Jane and Merin both looked uncomfortably at each other. The Mia clone raised her hand, smiling.



Grant opened his mouth. Closed it. Looked around at the grinning, chaotic crew. Then sat down slowly in the captain’s chair like a man realizing he’d just traded one life sentence for a different kind.



Keep it together, Grant… so what if you’ve probably knocked up half the population of the ship… what’s the worst that could happen?



Yeah, tear-assing around space in a stolen police ship, the most dangerous man in the galaxy, your own personal crew of half-naked space-babes competing for your attention… the real-life Space Force Five.



What wasn’t to love?



 



***



 



End of BOOK 1



 



Garnt and his interstellar crew of alien girls behind bars are back for more in,



SPACE PRISON 2



The deadliest man in the galaxy has a lot on his plate – mysterious disappearances on the ship, an emergency in voidspace, unwanted visitors – and that’s just the easy stuff! Managing family life with a bevy of space babes is a fulltime job. Especially when your home is a former prison ship and you need to figure out a new line of work to provide for a harem of hot aliens getting bigger by the light-year.
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