
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    HARD LUCK HANK 
 
      
 
    GARM 
 
      
 
    by 
 
    Steven Campbell 
 
    

  

 
   
    web page:  http://www.belvaille.com 
 
    http://www.hardluckhank.com 
 
      
 
    audiobooks:  https://www.audible.com/stevencampbell 
 
      
 
    facebook:  http://www.facebook.com/hardluckhank 
 
      
 
    patreon:  https://www.patreon.com/stevencampbell 
 
      
 
    cover art by  Steven Campbell 
 
      
 
    proofreading by  http://lectorsbooks.com/editing 
 
      
 
      
 
    All images and content Copyright © 2021 Steven Campbell 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Web links may incur a data charge, may not be available at future dates, and are subject to change. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    A Motley Crew 
 
    It was the middle of the afternoon and Garm was searching the city for the first mate of her spaceship. 
 
    She had gone to the nearby bars, checked several brothels he was known to frequent, visited five gambling halls, and no one had seen him. At least, not within the last hour or two. Every single establishment had seen him at some point today. Garm was about to head to the prison before circling back to the morgue when she spotted him out of the corner of her eye, standing alone in a nearby alley. 
 
    “I’ve been calling you, Tenner,” Garm said, after approaching. 
 
    “Hey, Captain Garm. I’ve been here. And there,” Tenner replied, spinning. He was obviously drunk, high on drugs, suffering a concussion, or a sprinkle of each. 
 
    “Where are your pants?” Garm asked. The man was standing in a pile of garbage in his underwear. 
 
    “They probably eloped with some rascally pair of socks or maybe a sultry scarf,” he said casually. 
 
    Tenner Tashly was a handsome, yet perpetually disheveled man—even when he was wearing trousers. He looked and acted like a person who adored life, but it did not return the sentiment. 
 
    “When I hired you, I didn’t expect to be forced to search every gutter when I needed your help,” Garm said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Tenner stumbled closer. He was wearing only one shoe. 
 
    “With respect, your Captainhood, if you can find a reputable and reliable ship crew willing to risk life in prison or death every single day, then as your first mate, I recommend you hire them immediately. But I’m sorry to report that this lot, myself included, are about as good as you’re going to get,” he said with good-natured cheer. 
 
    The two were almost exact opposites. Garm was nearly a foot shorter than the man. Her jet-black hair, cut close in a bob, was a contrast to his dirty-blond mop held in place with layers of sweat and dirt. Garm was wiry and athletic and alert. Tenner was thick, carried a few discreet layers of fat, and not exactly sure of where he was at the moment. Garm knew over a hundred different ways she could stealthily kill the man right now. And it was clear that Tenner didn’t especially care if she used any of those methods or not. 
 
    But Garm was not a vengeful murderer, despite decades of training as an assassin. She was an absolute pragmatist and she needed her first nate. Tenner was an excellent addition to her crew—as long as he remained under constant stress. He was great dealing with problems on the job but he fell to pieces whenever he was left alone for even a moment. 
 
    “We have a chance to close this deal but it’s a twenty-four-hour window,” Garm said. 
 
    “Great, what do you need from me?” Tenner asked, instantly sober and serious. 
 
      
 
    Garm couldn’t have her crew on permanent standby. She didn’t have that kind of money and it wasn’t that kind of crew. When they weren’t directly on the job, her teammates were free to do as they pleased. But that could lead to problems. Such as now. 
 
    This was Garm’s fourth official assignment, and the first one with this full crew. She had slowly and reluctantly hired more members as it had become painfully obvious that she couldn’t do everything on her own. 
 
    Their current assignment had seemed simple. The planet was an obscure agricultural hub in the central part of the Colmarian Confederation. They were to get a local leader to endorse a specific piece of legislation. That was it.  
 
    The leader in question was a man named Shar-Krist-eh. Not quite a religious figure, not quite a political figure, he was a strange cultural manifestation particular to this planet. 
 
    They had tried to bribe him, blackmail him, threaten him, kidnap his relatives, and he didn’t budge. He had twenty-seven wives, countless children, and he didn’t seem to have any affection for any of them. He didn’t collect anything, didn’t hoard wealth, and didn’t live luxuriously. 
 
    Garm was an expert at reading people. She could just about determine your deepest hopes and fears by watching you sneeze once. She viewed countless hours of surveillance, read everything he ever wrote, but she detected no exploitable weaknesses in Shar-Krist-eh. It wasn’t that he was a cipher, she honestly believed he possessed no interests whatsoever. It was his odd upbringing and training as the cultural figure he was.  
 
    The idea he would endorse a political agenda, for any reason, at this point seemed ludicrous. They had now been on the planet for over eight months, burning through cash reserves, and were no closer than when they had started.  
 
    But they just had a breakthrough. 
 
    One of her crew had been working undercover to try and learn anything. And she finally found a clue. It was just a comment. In passing. But Garm saw the tape and recognized it immediately: an opportunity. 
 
    Shar-Krist-eh had spoken of an heirloom, lost to antiquity. A cultural artifact of the same breed and orientation as himself. He wanted it. 
 
    Finding her ship’s quartermaster was no problem. He was always available and responsive. Garm had originally hired him as first mate on her very first assignment.  
 
    Zum Oppalendere was beyond qualified. He had served in countless armies, navies, bandit squads, pirate organizations, and paramilitary forces. He was the most respected member of the crew, even more so than herself. His one great shortcoming, however, was that he seemed to be about a billion years old. 
 
    Zum stated from the start that he wasn’t going to pick up a gun, use a knife, or hurl an insult at anyone. Those days were long behind him. He was an elderly man with a frail body and he would cause more harm than good if he was called upon to be a field operative. Therefore, he demoted himself and suggested Garm hire more physical people to assist in the rigorous aspects of their work. 
 
    Zum was now the ship’s quartermaster, paymaster, and cook. And he was fantastic at all of them. He kept the finances organized, all the supplies ready, the ship repaired and updated, got everyone their pay, and managed to make really good meals that fit each ethnicity and species as appropriate.  
 
    Because he had control over where the crew slept, what they wore, what equipment they had, what they were paid, and what they ate, he was also the unofficial distributor of punishments and rewards. Every member of the crew was polite to Zum, fearing his cantankerous wrath. 
 
    Garm activated her wrist tele. Teles were universal communication devices that not only saturated the Colmarian Confederation, but were utilized across the entire galaxy by every empire. 
 
    “I need you to procure some materials and I need you to route and funnel it so it can’t be traced or detected,” Garm said after connecting with Zum.  
 
    “Then stop yappin’ on a tele in the middle of the city and tell me in person,” Zum replied, ending the call. 
 
    Garm smiled. She didn’t trust anyone, but she trusted Zum about as much as she could any living creature. She kicked herself every time she remembered how she barely allowed herself to hire Zum, fearing he was too old to be valuable. 
 
      
 
    Garm personally went to the local university to find her chief, resident scientist, and engineer. 
 
    Saladon was a member of the Rettosian species. Their empire was officially at war with the Colmarian Confederation, but everyone was officially or unofficially at war with the Colmarians. And a great many Colmarian member planets were in open revolt or in the midst of civil war. If the Colmarian Confederation only dealt with peaceable species, it wouldn’t deal with anyone, including itself.  
 
    Rettosians were one of the most technologically advanced empires in the galaxy, with their science light years ahead of that of the Colmarian Confederation. Despite their capabilities, the Rettosians had not conquered much of anything or even extended their territory over the eons because they were a self-satisfied and incredibly racist empire and were not inclined to do menial tasks like exploring or colonizing. And they were loath to deal with the inferior species of the galaxy—even to conquer them. 
 
    They had bioengineered a species to do their war-making for them, but just like everyone else, that slave species couldn’t stand the Rettosians and they rebelled almost instantly and won their freedom. 
 
    Saladon-sish-Samil Orf XVIth of House Sammsisdon was a truly brilliant scientist. Or engineer. Or builder. Garm wasn’t exactly sure of her credentials but if there was ever a technical issue, Saladon usually knew the solution. It generally took much convincing and effort to coax the answer from her, but it was eventually forthcoming. 
 
    It was incredibly rare to find a Rettosian outside of their small territory and she was a great benefit to Garm, being able to handle the workload that would have normally required a half-dozen Colmarian technicians. 
 
    The Rettosians were not only stuck-up jerks to everyone else, they were the same to their own kind as well. Saladon was a minor personage in a minor house. She would never be anything in the Rettosian empire no matter how brilliant she was or what achievements she accomplished. She was even prohibited from trying to succeed so she wouldn’t cast shadows on the more important houses. 
 
    So Saladon took the nearly unheard-of leap and departed Rettosian space to make her mark amongst the lesser species. 
 
    Rettosians appeared very strange to outsiders because they endlessly bioengineered themselves. Where other species used clothing, makeup, or styles to differentiate their appearances, Rettosians forcibly modified their physical structures. For instance, it was very common for them to morph their skin so that it was made into a kind of liquid that was channeled and funneled and fountained on their bodies. 
 
    But Saladon was not permitted to do that and therefore she appeared very much like Garm in a broad sense. She looked like a female Colmarian with two arms, two legs, nose, mouth, face, and boring, non-liquid skin. Only the perpetual look of annoyance, rolling of eyes, and endless sighs of exasperation hinted at her Rettosian origin—though she was often mistaken for a teenager. 
 
    Saladon had a tele, but she didn’t like using it. She had a Rettosian version which was much superior but of course didn’t work with the Colmarian one and thus was of little value as a communication device. 
 
    So Garm had to roam around the university campus searching for her chief. It wasn’t a tremendously long endeavor as Garm knew what to look for. Outside one of the advanced particle theory lecture halls, Garm overheard yelling. 
 
    The instructor was a well-respected member of the scientific community, with numerous breakthroughs in obscure aspects of particle physics. 
 
    “Wrong!” Saladon heckled, throwing bits of food at the poor man from her seat at the back of the auditorium. 
 
    Garm could tell Saladon had been drinking. Not only was the Rettosian acting tipsy, but she favored a particular Rettosian wine which looked like brown piss and smelled like brown piss. And either the lecture hall hadn’t been cleaned in decades and was home to incontinent farm animals or someone inside was drinking Rettosian wine. 
 
    There were only seven students in the room and they were yelling back at Saladon and trying to stick up for their teacher. Sooner or later a fight was going to break out. But since these were particle physics science students, Garm suspected she had several days until things inched their way toward dangerous. And even then, the attackers were more likely to hurt themselves, having spent their entire lives steadfastly avoiding any sort of physical exertions. 
 
    “You should be ashamed to call yourself a scientist. You’re a joke,” Saladon continued. “All of you had best give up and become musicians or painters or something that doesn’t require mathematics.” 
 
    The students were clearly upset. They didn’t know what to make of Saladon. Maybe she was a drama student at the university coming to harass them. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    Garm stepped closer and whispered to Saladon. 
 
    “If you could spare a moment, I need your assistance.” 
 
    The teacher and students had ratcheted up their defenses and accusations. Garm really didn’t feel like beating them all up. Not that it would be difficult. Two of the students were already hyperventilating. 
 
    Garm had developed extensive psychological profiles on all her crew. It helped her concoct the best methods for motivating each one. 
 
    “This sorry lot isn’t worthy of your attention,” Garm added. 
 
    Saladon nodded. She used her Rettosian tele to hack into the university systems and throw a set of calculations onto the class screens. The teacher stopped his defense to review the theorems and stood with his mouth ajar. But the formulas were so beyond the rest of the class that they thought it was gibberish. 
 
    Saladon collected her things, including her terrible, stinking wine, and followed along with Garm. Before they left, she erased her calculations, which produced a scream of anguish from the teacher and gave Saladon a chuckle. 
 
    “Why do you come here if you’re just going to abuse them?” Garm asked, once they were safely out of the university. 
 
    “This planet lacks the resources to allow me to do any meaningful research or experimentation, so I can at least mock those idiots who make believe they are learned,” Saladon replied. 
 
    “I need you to age metal, bone, and stone so that they might appear to have been worked tens of thousands of years ago. This has to stand up to radio dating, archaeologists, appraisers, and any other methods of detection. Is that something you can do?” Garm asked. 
 
    Saladon did not look at Garm. She never looked at anyone, considering them undeserving to be viewed directly. 
 
    “If I absolutely must,” Saladon replied with a hiss. She nonchalantly discarded her wine glass, where it shattered on the ground. The stench would pollute this area for weeks. 
 
      
 
    Garm and Saladon went to the city’s spaceport and boarded Garm’s vessel, the Summer Dream Adventure. Garm had bought the ship despite Zum’s repeated advice not to. It was one of the few times she refused Zum’s guidance. 
 
    Garm had ignored the instructions of a man who had spent centuries aboard spaceships of all sorts and had relied upon her own instincts—and her experience travelling on one spaceship, one time in her entire life. 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure was a cruise ship. Not a cruiser, which was a military classification. It was a pleasure cruise ship. An enormous vessel, it could not only house two thousand guests comfortably for months at a time, it had six swimming pools, eight dining halls and two cafeterias, fourteen kitchens, a full-size glocken field—which was the galaxy’s favorite sport—three movie theaters, two hospitals, and countless other rooms and amenities that they still didn’t know about despite living on the ship for three years. The ship was so large fifty stowaways could be on board and they would never find them. 
 
    Zum realized immediately that the ship was simply too big for such a tiny crew to handle. But Garm had hoped that the ship’s placid nature would keep their illicit activities concealed. 
 
    If it had been an automobile, or building, or any such terrestrial equivalent, that might be the case. But no one looked at a spaceship with their eyes. The ship could actually be covered in graffiti that maligned Garm personally and she would never know—because she had never put on a spacesuit and spent a week inspecting it with a flashlight to find out. 
 
    When people “looked” at a spaceship they used scanners. And they didn’t turn off their scanners midscan simply because a ship used to be a cruise liner. 
 
    The ship was still called the Summer Dream Adventure, not only because it would require a million gallons of high-tech paint to correct the titles scrawled on every side, but because it was embedded in a thousand different computer systems on the ship which would have been impossible to change. 
 
    The only thing that could be said in favor of the ship and Garm’s decision to purchase it was that the vessel came cheap. In fact, it was free. 
 
    The ship had been taking up valuable room at a spaceport when the parent company went out of business and simply abandoned it. It couldn’t be let loose because it was large enough to be a hazard to shipping lanes. Not only that, but authorities were afraid it would become a mini-spaceport. Perhaps catering to pirates or black marketeers or young people looking to party. 
 
    So if Garm got it up and running and away, it was all hers.  
 
    And Garm was all sorts of frugal. 
 
    But maintaining a ship this size was not easy. It also led directly to Garm hiring several more crewmates, including her bosun. This time, Zum and Garm were in agreement on hiring the man. But their reasons were very different. 
 
      
 
    The ship bosun was waiting just outside the ship. He didn’t know Garm and Saladon were coming, he had simply been standing there for over a week. 
 
    The bosun was a Gandrine named Klorr. Garm wasn’t sure how that was spelled or if it was spelled at all. Gandrine were another empire, yet again, at war with the Colmarian Confederation. 
 
    Klorr was similar to all his species in that he was ten feet tall and made of stone. 
 
    Garm thought it would be fantastic to have such a brute as a crewmate. She could imagine him throwing around people—or cars—if things got rough. 
 
    But Klorr was slow. Beyond slow. His top speed was about a tenth the speed of a normal person walking. And that was only when he was really cooking. 
 
    Not only that, but Klorr’s mind was slow. Gandrine brains worked differently than Colmarians’. He seemed to be able to prioritize some physical activities in one region, yet other activities were processed in another, less-efficient region. 
 
    It was not unusual to have Klorr be able to physically follow Garm, walking way, way behind her, and then six hours later answer a question she asked when she first saw him. She might not even be near him when he answered. 
 
    Garm called Klorr a him, but he was sexless. His voice was deep on the rare times he used it—Klorr had spoken maybe sixty words in three years of close proximity on a spaceship. In fact, he was still continuing conversations from months ago, however glacially, despite the listeners being long gone. Garm did not have a psychological profile on Klorr because if he had a personality, it would literally take decades to uncover it. 
 
    Zum knew that Klorr was useless as a fighter. He was far too dangerous for the crew to be close to for long periods of time in case he started moving. Garm would have no trouble keeping out of his way, but the rest of the crew weren’t as agile as she was. Klorr could walk through a three-inch steel wall and not even notice it. If he accidentally stepped on someone, he would almost certainly kill them.  
 
    No, the reason Zum wanted Klorr hired was to help keep the ship working. 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure had truly massive systems. An auxiliary fuel line on any one of the twelve engines was eight feet in diameter and even small parts could weigh in excess of three tons. They either needed a giant crew with specialized training and heavy movers to lift and push and hoist gear, or they could use one Gandrine with a lot of supervision and stand a healthy distance away from him.  
 
    Klorr was what made maintenance of the ship even possible. 
 
    The repairs using a Gandrine weren’t very clean. Instead of welding and cementing and refurbishing a section and all its enclosed electricals and plumbing, they just had Klorr walk through it and slap on a few patches. The ship had so many redundancies they would only run into trouble if they did that a thousand times or if Klorr became a sleepwalker.  
 
    Fortunately, Klorr didn’t sleep—they suspected. His sleeping, resting, and active modes were not easy to tell apart, if they were in fact distinct. Zum fed him specialized minerals every once in a while, but other than that, he didn’t require much. Whenever he had time to himself, Klorr would leave the ship, walk a short distance, and stay there. Often staring at a wall. Sometimes for a month. 
 
    Klorr caused a sensation whenever he arrived at a port. Such a tremendous creature! Was he an invader? Did he come as a friend? So many curious observers. But the local populations would eventually grow tired of Klorr. They’d shoot at him a bit, crash a few cars into him, and then leave him to face the wall in peace. 
 
    Zum kept all the pay Klorr was owed in reserve, because Klorr didn’t have a tele, or bank account, or pockets, and asking him what he wanted to buy could require days in order to get a response.  
 
    No one was going to double-cross Klorr. Garm made that clear and Zum made that clear and everyone with a fear of dying made that clear. Over and over they explained to the unmoving Gandrine that his money was his whenever he wanted it.  
 
    Garm had a recurring nightmare that they would be out in space one day when Klorr suddenly understood that he hadn’t been paid in three years. Without the ability to escape him, an offended Klorr could easily murder the entire crew. Even if he couldn’t catch them, he could simply tear the ship apart and expose them to vacuum. And then in another few weeks Klorr would process that his money was merely being held in escrow.  
 
    A berserk Klorr wasn’t a very likely scenario, but every time they were in deep space, with the nearest rescue ship far out of range, the idea nagged at Garm. 
 
      
 
    On board the Summer Dream Adventure, Garm touched base with Zum and let him know what materials they would need. He was an excellent scrounger and buyer and made contacts wherever he went, or rekindled some of the many he had cultivated in his long and eventful life. 
 
    Garm was going to make a counterfeit of the artifact Shar-Krist-eh wanted. Her crew wasn’t staffed with archaeologists or historians able to go searching the planet for a specific trinket. It was questionable if the item ever existed in the first place. No, much easier to fake it. 
 
    Garm went to the bridge to check on the ship’s pilot or helm. Shellz was a Keilvin Kamigan and she was another key component to keeping the ship afloat against all reasonable expectations. 
 
    Keilvin Kamigans were a gaseous species and not at war with the Colmarian Confederation. In fact, they hadn’t been at war with anyone, ever. They not only took the planets no one else wanted, but they didn’t even take up much space. A million Keilvin Kamigans could occupy the exact same physical coordinates and not be bothered. There was simply no reason to fight them, no reason for them to fight anyone else, and they didn’t have bodies capable of fighting should they ever be inclined to aggression. They didn’t possess mouths with which to issue threats or blood-curdling screams. For Keilvin Kamigans to interact with other species at all, they had to plug themselves into electronic devices and power those. 
 
    Despite all that, Zum didn’t want Garm to hire a Keilvin Kamigan. He couldn’t say why exactly, other than they were rumored to be vampires. Sucking the…whatever out of victims. The details were sketchy. It was an old Navy superstition that had been around forever. But Zum wasn’t alone in believing it or in his prejudice.  
 
    Every single habitation they travelled to, no matter how small or backwater, didn’t allow Keilvin Kamigans to disembark. They had no problems with Klorr, who was a member of a species Colmarians were actively at war with. And as a physical specimen, Klorr personally exuded all sorts of menace and malevolence. But they wouldn’t allow a pretty green cloud, who was completely incapable of being dangerous, to leave the ship. And no reason for the segregation was ever given. 
 
    Of course, it was very difficult to keep a floating cloud from going where a floating cloud wanted to go. And Shellz was a mischievous sort of Keilvin Kamigan. 
 
    Garm referred to Shellz as a woman simply because the speaker system she used to talk had a female voice. With a few button clicks, Shellz could sound like a man, or a child, or a seagull. But the female voice was the setting Shellz preferred on her speakers, so everyone called her a her. 
 
    Shellz was a chatty little gas cloud. The most talkative member of the crew. Probably because she couldn’t do a whole lot else since she didn’t have a body. 
 
    Garm had researched the species before she hired Shellz. It wasn’t just that Keilvin Kamigans were gas, they were also an incredible amount of energy. Shellz didn’t sleep, and could plug herself directly into the ship’s navigation and pilot the ship without rest.  
 
    But more importantly, Shellz could supply the ship with fuel. 
 
    Fuel was a major cost of any space operation. And the Summer Dream Adventure, with its countless rooms and thousands of illuminated hallways, absolutely gobbled fuel. It was not an easy process to refuel using a Keilvin Kamigan. It took about three days to get from quarter reserves to half power. And it took two weeks to get to full from half. The process was not linear. 
 
    Shellz needed some weeks to refuel herself in between. But she consumed radiation. The more concentrated, the faster she recharged. But there was radiation everywhere in space and it was free.  
 
    Even Zum finally began to appreciate her contributions after the second refueling in deep space. Ever since then, he had been hard at work shutting down unnecessary systems and working on ways to make the refueling more efficient. He gave Garm an estimate that in six months, the Summer Dream Adventure would be able to fly nonstop without any costs at all. No ship in the galaxy, no matter how advanced or non-pleasure-cruise could boast of that. 
 
    Which was why Garm was perpetually confused why everyone was so upset about Keilvin Kamigans. They were free energy! Sure, Garm paid Shellz. But it was a whole lot less than what she would have to spend recharging the ship without a Keilvin Kamigan battery pack. 
 
    And Keilvin Kamigans had never bothered anyone. They couldn’t bother anyone. Yes, if you stood directly inside Shellz you would get a mild shock. But she wasn’t a thunderstorm. While she possessed tremendous electrical power, her current was very low. Besides, Shellz floated slowly and was a green floof, so she wasn’t exactly difficult to avoid. 
 
    Shellz, more than anyone, was what allowed the Summer Dream Adventure to continue operating. Garm would have had to take much closer assignments with greater frequency without Shellz providing cheap power. 
 
    “Hey Slappy-Slap-Kooky-Face,” Shellz said, using her speakers as Garm entered the oversized and empty cockpit. 
 
    Shellz knew her worth as a member of Garm’s organization. Traditional discipline techniques were not going to work on her. Fortunately, Shellz rarely did anything that required discipline, other than talk too much and be mildly disrespectful. And if that’s the worst she did, that put her far ahead of the rest of the crew in terms of issues. 
 
    “Hi, Shellz. What are fuel reserves at?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You want the overview or details?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “Overview.” Garm knew the specifics were quite confusing and well beyond her limited knowledge of spaceships. 
 
    “8.463%,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Is that enough to get us to the next spaceport or Portal?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That is exactly enough to get us off this planet and stranded in the middle of nowhere,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “Why is it so low?” 
 
    “Because we’ve been sitting here for going on a year with a half-dozen heated swimming pools no one is swimming in,” Shellz answered. “Why do you all go in water, anyway? Don’t you drown?” 
 
    “How long will it take you to get us pumped enough we can reach the next closest habitation?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We bailing? Should I pack my clothes and kiss my boyfriend goodbye?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “I just want to be ready.” 
 
    “Unless Zum can steal me a small thermonuclear device, it will be about a week. I could fly out to the star, put the ship on emergency power, and sponge some radiation. But the star here isn’t very hot and I can’t park the Dream where it will be a nuisance,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “So you’ll have to undock, fly out, sit there, redock? How many tolls or fees is that?” Garm asked. 
 
    “A bunch. Even parking in orbit they charge you. Zum would know how much.” 
 
    “So a week and a lot of fees?” Garm asks. 
 
    “A week for me to recharge. Will also take two or three days of in-system travel to get there and back. They don’t let you go full speed near population centers. Not that this ship is all that quick. And then another week to fuel the ship when I return,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “There might be some ways I could expedite things. The city is full of radiation sources—so I’ve heard. But I’d need to go into the city.” 
 
    “And let me guess: you just might know where some of those radiation sources are located?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I’m not saying more until I get a lawyer that specializes in unfair employment practices,” Shellz dodged. 
 
    “And if I let you go into the city, and you don’t get trapped in a vacuum cleaner, and I don’t get fined into oblivion for letting a Keilvin Kamigan run amok, how long would it take you to refuel?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I haven’t run amok in my life,” Shellz said. 
 
    “How old are you, anyway?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We don’t do that years stuff. That’s a Colmarian thing,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure everyone keeps track of…  How long will it take?” 
 
    “I could have the ship ready to go in about…um, four days. Take-off in four days. If I can get Zum and Klorr to help me.” 
 
    “Help you inside the city?” Garm asked, concerned about why she would need a Gandrine to expose radiation. 
 
    “No, no, refueling here.” 
 
    “Oh. Alright. Can you do this without getting caught?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Sure. I go into the city all the time. Girl’s got to cut loose now and then, am I right?” 
 
    “Well, clear everything you need first with Zum. Do it after tomorrow, just in case the mission goes south and we need you. I’ll let him know,” Garm said. 
 
    Shellz rose out of the ship navigation. She was about a foot in diameter, pale green, with lots of electrical streaks inside her like glowing veins or very small lightning bolts. 
 
    “Don’t shut off the ship,” Garm said, but Shellz was already floating away.  
 
    She couldn’t hear anything when she was disconnected. Shellz had speakers set around the ship. She could have spoken to Zum on the intercom, by tele, by opening and closing doors in code, or fifty other ways, but she wanted to go see him and stretch her non-legs. Shellz was stuck inside the ship, quite literally, for long periods without a break. 
 
    Garm sent a quick internal message to Zum to let him know Shellz was coming and her covert trip into the city was approved in two days. 
 
    Zum called back on the tele. 
 
    “So you thinking you can convince that guy by counterfeiting a doodad?” Zum asked dubiously. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But I’m sick of this planet. There’s nothing here and no way to make any money besides this. If this succeeds or fails, we’re leaving,” Garm replied. 
 
    “If we don’t get paid, we’ll be up to our eyebrows in red ink,” Zum cautioned. 
 
    “I know. And if he refuses, I’m going to personally kill that jerk before we leave.” 
 
    “Bit spiteful, ain’t it? Do we need the law chasing us when we’re flat broke?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Give me a little credit. I’m not going to hit him over the head with a shovel and leave my forwarding address. But he cost me significant time and money. Whether he realizes it or not. I don’t let infractions like that go without punishment. It’s bad for business,” Garm replied. 
 
    “And what business would that be, exactly? Blackmail, murder, ransom, and arson?” Zum asked. He didn’t use an accusatory tone, he just wanted to be sure where they stood, and it was tough to pin Garm down in that respect. 
 
    “Oh, we can do a lot more than that, Zum. A lot more. We just need to find the right environment,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Captain, just where the hell did you come from?” he asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    Where the Hell She Came From 
 
    It was three years ago and Garm was on her way to the last formal exam of her school career.  
 
    This was the last exam she would ever be required to take and she was understandably anxious and excited. The exam was the culmination of thirty years of rigorous training, dedication, and no small amount of personal suffering that had officially begun shortly after her birth. 
 
    Garm expected one of three outcomes to be the result of the exam.  
 
    She might pass. The teachers, staff, and administrators had made it abundantly clear over the decades that they did not particularly appreciate Garm. However, they might find it easiest to punt Garm off the planet and be rid of her. She would be sent as far away as possible and be denied any possibility of return. She would be forced to sever all connections to family and friends, and give up any hope of advancement. Garm would have to make due on her own in a hostile galaxy. This was the best-case scenario that Garm could envision. 
 
    She might also fail. Already there had been great foreshadowing of this event, as if everyone was eager to lay the groundwork for its inevitable arrival. If she failed, Garm’s whole life would have been a sham and she would be resigned to spend the remainder of it in obscurity at best and downtrodden subservience at worst. 
 
    The third outcome was a bit more hazy and its particulars could encompass a variety of forms. The bottom line was that she would be murdered. Killed by those examining her. Or at least killed by those they hired. The details weren’t the issue. If she was killed, Garm suspected she would not be in a position to care about the circumstances and specifics leading up to the fact. 
 
    Garm’s final exam, following three decades of training, did not involve complex mathematics or science or medicine or literature. Though her schooling did encompass those subjects and many more. Instead, Garm was taking her final exam to see if she would become a Quadrad. 
 
    The Quadrad were the elite of her planet’s society. More than the ruling class, they were the national identity. The only export, commodity, and resource on the entire planet.  
 
    Other planets knew the Quadrad to be premier assassins. But the Quadrad thought of themselves as much more than that. As such, they did not allow just anyone to assume the title and calling. It was up to Garm to prove she was worthy of it, with her failure to do so very possibly ending her life. 
 
    Only women could become Quadrad. It was not an especially sexist conceit, it had merely been that way for over 25,000 years and was so well established no one even dreamed of changing it at this point. While men could not become Quadrad, they were responsible for basically everything else that occurred on the planet. They could be sports heroes, sports consumers, sports agents—a lot of sports careers were involved—as well as politicians, engineers, janitors, excavators, and diplomats.  
 
    If you were to ask the male population, they would, for the most part, be rather appreciative of their lives not being spent training as intergalactic assassins. While the Quadrad were so secretive that they barely even acknowledged their own existence, even the most sports-obsessed population managed to piece together a few clues. 
 
    For every person that was made a Quadrad, roughly 95% were never heard from again. Things like that tended to get noticed over the course of 25,000 years. Those that did return, after centuries away, were a grizzled and weary lot who said nothing of their activities—at least to non-Quadrad.  
 
    Despite its position at the pinnacle of society, the Quadrad life was not an easy one, as Garm’s looming exam made abundantly clear. If the selection process for Quadrad candidates was left up to volunteers, the number of students would dwindle to nothing—because most people don’t willingly choose death as a career path. So to make sure there was a steady stream of students, a small number of apprentices were selected from the planetary population and participation was compulsory. 
 
    The process was intensely guarded from even other Quadrad, to remove all possibility of influence. The ceremony itself was austere and steeped in history—and candles, so many candles. It basically involved the names of all the girls born that year, a really big bowl, and whatever esteemed Quadrad Elector had the longest arms and whose fingers could reach the bottom of the bowl.  
 
    In essence, being chosen to train as a Quadrad was entirely luck. Whether it was considered good luck or bad luck was a matter of interpretation, but there was no occupation on the planet even remotely as dangerous. 
 
    Garm’s home world existed as a member nation in the enormous Colmarian Confederation empire. The Colmarian Confederation spanned two-thirds of the galaxy and encompassed approximately 50,000 distinct, space-faring species. It was not the most powerful empire, by a long shot, merely the largest. 
 
    Her planet didn’t have a name. Not exactly. The Colmarian Confederation had over 2,300 different official names for the planet, depending on which official galactic map you were officially consulting. But most people simply called the planet “Quadrad” if they called it anything at all. That was not only a testament to the powerful reputation of the Quadrad, but also highlighted how little else the planet produced. 
 
    At thirty years of age, Garm was still considered very young. Based on the natural, non-Quadrad lifespans of her people, she could expect to live for many centuries. Medical advances in the Colmarian Confederation allowed species to curtail the ordinary ravages of time. It wasn’t so much a body breaking down that caused death, it was more a matter of being damn well ready to die after a certain point. 
 
    Along with her final presentation, Garm had submitted her dissertation a week earlier. It was 4,842 pages in length. Garm had encoded various triggers and mechanisms to be able to tell when the dissertation was downloaded and accessed. 
 
    There were twelve administrators who would be grading her and, as of yesterday, her paper had only been retrieved four times. And of those four times, it had only been opened three times. And only one time was the document more than casually scanned. 
 
    While it was possible they were sharing the dissertation or had found and removed all of Garm’s safeguards and checks, it was far more likely that they had not bothered. That did not bode well for Garm’s chances of passing today or living tomorrow. 
 
    Garm arrived at Temple Hall four hours early and checked in. She wanted to be certain there was no chance of oversight or infraction or stalling tactic that could be used against her. 
 
    She was the only potential graduate today. When Garm first began her training as an infant, she was in a class with over 1,500 other girls, spread across the planet. The majority had washed out of the program many years ago. They would be able to have normal lives with normal prospects. There was no penalty for failure along the way other than the significant psychological and physical torment the program itself exerted. Only a handful of that original class were still training and most still had years to go.  
 
    Garm had progressed far more quickly than any of her peers. 
 
    The Quadrad embraced a great many meditative disciplines. They believed a calm mind led to sober actions. But Garm was not a calm person by nature and had not taken well to the training. She would go through the motions as required, but she rejected them in principle. Instead, Garm was always alert, nervous, and working.  
 
    She would let others be serene. Garm would strive relentlessly to win. 
 
    Success was not merely a motivation for Garm, it was her overarching personality trait. She would not allow anything to beat her or stop her or prevent her from greatness. No one had ever pushed Garm as much or as hard as she had pushed herself. Garm remembered every single instance in her life where she did not prove victorious and those memories stung today just as sharply as the moment they had occurred.  
 
    Early in her training, the instructors thought it would be prudent to show Garm what it meant to lose. How to deal with defeat. So they had her train in martial combat against a student three years her senior, 20% larger and stronger and quicker, and who was the best fighter in her class. On top of that, the other woman was a budding sadist who loathed Garm. A perfect instrument to impress upon Garm that setbacks and failures occur as a natural part of life. 
 
    Over the course of the year, Garm was beaten repeatedly and severely by her sparring partner. She spent weeks in the hospital on multiple occasions. But instead of instilling humility and reserve, by the end of the year Garm had become the most skilled fighter in the junior classes, inventing entirely new martial techniques. She not only bested her partner, but forced her to drop out of the program due to irreparable spinal injuries. 
 
    Garm had not attempted to permanently injure the girl. She did not take her bludgeonings personally. Garm was not vindictive against anything except the concept of not being her own best. Garm was merely trying to get her instructors to relent in their misplaced efforts of ego adjustment. But the girl never fully recovered and some of Garm’s instructors did take that personally—as if they themselves had suffered broken backs. 
 
    Garm was finally allowed into the examination chamber. It was a large, wooden room with a vaulted ceiling. There were rows and rows of pews meant for the graduating class to fill, but it was only Garm. At the front of the room were the tables and chairs for the twelve administrators, all senior Quadrad. The room was absolutely filled with candles. The smoke from millennia had permanently blackened every surface of the room. To reach the wood of the furnishings you would probably have to scrape through centimeters of wax. 
 
    Garm realized if she hadn’t been chosen to be a Quadrad, she could have been anything. A candle merchant, for instance. She could have lived a vibrant life of wealth, filled with exciting vacations and passionate lovers. Maybe a family in due course. A life of easy fulfillment. Merely by selling candles to the candle-loving Quadrad institution. 
 
    But fate had pushed and pulled Garm long before she could even stand upright on her own. And Garm felt there was no room for fantasies or hypotheticals. Time spent daydreaming was time wasted not planning for reality. 
 
    The administrators were all older women, having completed their Quadrad assignments in the outside world and returned long ago. They took their time shuffling about and getting comfortable. 
 
    Garm’s name was read aloud, along with various other ceremonial tidbits, and the niceties were dispensed with. 
 
    “You’re a mutant, right?” one of the administrators asked. 
 
    “I am. I received mutation experimentation by the Colmarian Confederation before I was a teenager. I’m not certain the exact date,” Garm replied. 
 
    “And what do your abilities include?” the administrator asked, knowing the answer already. 
 
    “I do not sleep,” Garm replied. “I may also have other, less noticeable effects that have not been quantified or listed.” 
 
    “I understand the Colmarian Confederation ranks mutations. What is your rank?” 
 
    “I was labeled by their scientists a level-two mutant, the scale going from zero at the weak end to ten at the highest,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Colmarians don’t consider anything that isn’t flashy very important. If you can’t sneeze out a hurricane, they don’t care for it,” one administrator said to the others, who all agreed. 
 
    “Do you suspect your mutation gave you an unfair advantage in your training?” an administrator asked. 
 
    “I am not the first mutant to take the training. Nor the highest level. I had no say in whether or not I should be experimented upon,” Garm replied. 
 
    “That wasn’t the question. You had six to nine hours of extra time every day compared to the other initiates. Do you feel that was fair?” 
 
    “I’ve never encountered any aspect of life that I concluded was fair,” Garm said. 
 
    The administrators were all seasoned Quadrad. They did not display emotions readily, as they had spent lifetimes as spies and saboteurs and assassins. But already some were growing annoyed. 
 
    “You achieved high marks in your training,” one stated. 
 
    “I achieved the highest marks in four hundred years,” Garm corrected. 
 
    “Only four hundred?” someone joked. 
 
    “I was paraphrasing. 432 years. Prior to that, the grading and coursework were very different so it was not possible to draw a correlation to the current program,” Garm said. 
 
    “Before this examination, you made several attempts on our lives,” one began. 
 
    “Clunky, awkward attempts,” another added. 
 
    “It is not against the rules for an initiate to attempt to assassinate her instructors. Only Quadrad are prevented from killing on this planet and I am merely a student,” Garm said. 
 
    “But Garm, you do understand that despite it not being against the rules, we teachers are still living, breathing creatures with feelings. And attempting to murder us could possibly influence our opinions,” Gal-Modil said gently.  
 
    Of all her instructors and administrators and tutors, Gal-Modil had been the only one Garm truly connected with. She had been incredibly successful as a Quadrad operative and Garm learned a lot from her. 
 
    “I do understand. But I had intended for my plots to be uncovered,” Garm replied. 
 
    Some administrators snorted or otherwise displayed their disbelief at this. 
 
    “So you purposefully failed in your attempts to kill us?” one asked incredulously. 
 
    “I did. You arrested three people as my accomplices and held them for interrogation—some are still detained. This caused one member of my graduating class to ruin her attendance record, and allowed me to surpass her in that area. Another was the only one with higher marks in Advanced Game Theory than me. Her final evaluation was postponed and this allowed me to graduate top of my class,” Garm replied. 
 
    Gal-Modil laughed. 
 
    “What about the third person?” one asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure why you apprehended Sillan. I hardly know her,” Garm replied, shrugging. 
 
    “So you acquired a cache of explosives merely as a joke?” one asked, still not believing the story. 
 
    “It wasn’t a joke,” Garm stated. “I wanted to graduate with the highest marks possible. I realized I could not achieve that without securing their failures. As for the explosives, I believe Tosh-Mosan would have cracked the safe that held them. She would have been closest, with the highest expertise. If you recall, Administrator Tosh-Mosan, the combination to the safe housing the explosives was your birthday.” 
 
    Tosh-Mosan’s eyes flickered only slightly. 
 
    “No, they weren’t,” she replied after a moment. 
 
    “It as your birthday using the Onorthorian calendar. You had written much of your dissertation on that sub-empire,” Garm added. 
 
    “I wrote that over three hundred years ago. Did you suspect I carried around Onorthorian calendars with me since then?” Tosh-Mosan asked. 
 
    “You also spent much of your time as an operative in that region posing as one of their kind—presumably using their methods of date calculations. I didn’t want to make the deception obvious, or you might not have suspended those students as I wished,” Garm replied. 
 
    “This is exhausting. Can we get on with it?” one administrator said. 
 
    “You think this is bad? I had seven classes with Garm. Seven,” another replied. 
 
    “State in your own words what it means to be a Quadrad,” one said. 
 
    “The Quadrad are agents of change. They operate in the shadows and fringes, free from the compromises of normal society. The Quadrad do not judge. Even an omniscient mind cannot fathom the implications of every action. Quadrad are harbingers of disruption. Change produces adaptation, innovation, transformation, revolution. Even if the short-term effects appear to be negative, all life requires disruption to thrive. The Quadrad can facilitate and manage the engine of chaos without misplaced concerns about good, evil, or cosmic scales of righteousness. The Quadrad prevent stagnation in a manner that is honorable,” Garm said. 
 
    “That’s a textbook definition,” one sneered. 
 
    “Forgive me, Administrator, in which textbook could that be found?” Garm asked, knowing there was nothing officially written on the Quadrad by the Quadrad. At least nothing accessible to initiates. 
 
    “Careful, Garm. You are not being graded on sarcasm.” 
 
    “Then I assume I’m also not being penalized for it,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Tell us what you truly believe the Quadrad are,” an administrator prodded. 
 
    Garm sighed. She could not con these women. They had watched her for thirty years. They had emotional maturity far beyond hers and they were each an expert on psychology. Besides, Garm was not about to end her training with a half-assed attempt at deception. 
 
    “The Quadrad was a fabrication, perpetrated to save our civilization. We told the lie so well and so often that over time, we ourselves began to believe it,” Garm answered. 
 
    “Fascinating. And how did you come to this conclusion?” an administrator asked, clearly not fascinated. 
 
    “I studied our origins,” Garm said. 
 
    “From where?” another asked. “Gossip letters? Or did you go straight to the bathroom walls?” 
 
    Some polite chuckles followed. 
 
    “I started at the Stone Archives,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Those are forbidden to even the highest Quadrad,” one said. “How did you get access to those?” 
 
    “The details are in my dissertation,” Garm began. 
 
    “This?” one said, motioning to a tower of papers. “I thought this was your attempt to deforest our planet.” 
 
    “Ladies, please. I want to hear this,” Gal-Modil said. “How did you bypass the security, Garm? Paraphrase for those of us who didn’t read your full report.” 
 
    “The Stone Archives are one of the Quadrad’s original structures. It’s a fascinating old building. But it is terrible from a security standpoint. The floor is nothing but massive stone tiles held in place by their own weight. As such, the pressure sensors have to allow for the flexing and shifting of the tiles as they heat and cool throughout the day or a large vehicle passes by. The sensors will either be going off all the time or allow a certain amount of pressure variance. My own weight is insignificant compared to those blocks. I could jump up and down on the floor and not trigger any alarms,” Garm said. 
 
    “There’s much more than pressure sensors in there,” one said. 
 
    “The walls are similar. No one is going to drill into the Stone Archives in order to lay wires or pipes. Therefore, all wiring, pipes, and power is outside, attached to the walls and ceiling. Every system can be tapped into or disabled simply by accessing those very obvious cable junctions,” Garm added. 
 
    “There is physical security,” one said. 
 
    “The locks and hinges and gates are 20,000 years old. The only difficulty was not damaging them,” Garm said. 
 
    “What about guards? Did you bribe them?” a Quadrad asked. 
 
    “Your level of secrecy of the Archives is so great that they don’t even know what they’re guarding. I didn’t even know until I broke into the wrong buildings four times. So the guards are not as passionate as they might be. But to bypass the guards, I used an idea first proposed by Quadrad Ellas-em,” Garm said. 
 
    The administrator in question was quick to respond. 
 
    “I authorized no such thing,” she said. 
 
    “No, but I used your theories on camouflage and ocular obfuscation. I created a drug that could temporarily limit our eyes recognizing certain colors,” Garm said. 
 
    “You poisoned our staff?” 
 
    “Poison has an implication of death or severe incapacitation. This was to create a very limited sort of color blindness. The problem is, isolating colors is usually quite obvious, as the victim notices visual anomalies everywhere. I did a survey and found the least used color in our entire culture is: mauve taupe,” Garm said. 
 
    There was some crinkling of brows from the administrators. 
 
    “It’s kind of gray, purple, and red combined,” Garm continued. “It doesn’t show up much in nature, and no initiate or Quadrad had worn it in the last five years I conducted my survey.” 
 
    “So you cloaked yourself in that and walked past the blinded guards?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t characterize it as walking, but yes, in essence,” Garm replied. 
 
    “How would you recommend updating our security?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t use ancient buildings. You either have to update them, thus erasing their historical value, or make due with substandard protection,” Garm said. 
 
    “I’ll take the lead on this,” one administrator stated to her counterparts.  
 
    “So what did your research find?” Gal-Modil prodded. 
 
    Garm paused. Not only for effect, but because there was no going back after this. 
 
    “Very little information is recorded before first contact with the Colmarian Confederation. That was a momentous occasion for this planet as well as the Quadrad,” Garm started. “We do not know the names or much of anything about those early Quadrad. We’ve been told it is so we don’t develop a cult of personality or religion, but I think we just had poor recordkeeping at that point. We had no problem recording every name and event when we got around to developing paper and electronic files. But those first documents are written on stone or are transcriptions of transcriptions of transcriptions, on vellum or fibers.” 
 
    Garm took a sip of water and tried to gauge the expressions of her interrogators. They all displayed interest, but it was variously fringed with anger or irritation or amusement. 
 
    “We are all taught about the first encounter. How Admiral Tec-Sherma came here and was persuaded to not only allow us into the Colmarian Confederation, recognizing the benefit we could provide the empire, but he was threatened to leave our society completely intact. With no Colmarians able to visit without our explicit approval,” Garm said. 
 
    “And I take it, that’s not what you found?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “We have almost no recording of the event. And what I did find was in a dialect and nuance that no one alive may ever be able to properly interpret. However, as much as you may hide things here, there were two parties at that first encounter. And nothing is ever removed from the Colmarian Confederation archives,” Garm continued. 
 
    “And did you travel off-world during a field trip?” an administrator asked, laughing. 
 
    “I was able to use electronic records, fake identities, and computer hacking to access Colmarian systems.” 
 
    “And you’re assuming their records are reliable,” she said. 
 
    “More than our cracked and scattered stone tablets? I suspect they are. It wasn’t Admiral Tec-Sherma who made contact here. It was Korps-Master IV Sherm Tecsal. The equivalent rank today would be about a captain. He was in charge of the 4th Auxiliary Expeditionary Arm of the 23rd Naval Forward Observers attached to the 84th General Base Fleet. He was the scouting arm of the scouting arm of a relatively small armada,” Garm said. 
 
    There were blinks and respectful silence from the administrators. 
 
    “Even still, when he arrived here with his ships, there were more people in orbit around our planet than there were inhabitants on our planet. The idea that our tiny population threatened him is patently ridiculous,” Garm said. 
 
    “You don’t know what fully trained Quadrad are capable of,” an administrator stated quickly. 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t. However, 25,000 years ago, we didn’t possess planetary defenses. We still don’t have any. We did not possess space travel capabilities. We didn’t even know there was another inhabited planet in our own solar system before the Colmarian Confederation told us. The idea we were going to throw spears or swords or clever manipulation into space and destroy a fleet of that size is rather far-fetched,” Garm replied. “Furthermore, I have seen the form that Sherm Tecsal submitted to record his contact with us. It was relatively simple.” 
 
    Garm let the seconds pass as the administrators all waited. This was news to them as well. An unravelling of a fairy tale told over and over for 25,000 years. 
 
    “Well?” one of them finally snapped. 
 
    “Korps-Master IV Sherm Tecsal indicated we had no technology of value. No natural resources of value. No culture of value. He then assigned us a Grade 1, which is the lowest possible passing score as a potential member planet. But at the bottom he added a personal note. He wrote: ‘worth considering.’ He abbreviated considering and transposed two letters in worth. Which I think underscores his competence and/or just how impressed with us he really was,” Garm said. 
 
    “But if we were so insignificant, why did they invite us to join their empire and allow us to continue with our disciplines?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “I believe the rest of the story is true. Sherm Tecsal was shown around. And he was impressed with the concept of the Quadrad, however true or false. It is my personal opinion that this was the very first Quadrad manipulation. The con being that a people barely beyond the Bronze Age was really a secret society of powerful infiltrators and assassins capable of engineering galactic upheavals—even though we had never left our own planet. Within five years, we were invited into the Colmarian Confederation and were gifted with advanced technology and economic opportunities we never thought possible. And, true to their word, they allowed us to prohibit any travel to our world and keep our society as closed as we wished,” Garm said. 
 
    “That’s a splendid story, Garm,” an administrator said. “But as you said, our records of that period are spotty. And the Colmarian Confederation is hardly an efficient or effective historian—or anything else. You underestimate what we provide the empire. They are nothing without us.” 
 
    “Really?” Garm shot back. “I did the math. The Colmarian Confederation generates a tremendous amount of waste—trash—across their empire. I’m not even speaking of garbage in local landfills on planets, but what they actually put on spaceships for storage or destruction elsewhere. The amount of trash they produce in 24 hours, if it was all shipped here, would be enough to volumetrically fill our solar system out to the 7th planet. Including our sun. They could literally wipe out our civilization with the garbage they produce in a single day. And you believe we could somehow martial arts our way through it? Assassinate the right people and stop it?” 
 
    “I’ve about had enough of this,” one administrator stated. 
 
    “You’re a child. You don’t know anything of the Quadrad and I’m ashamed we wasted so much time on you. The Colmarian Confederation exists because of our efforts,” another added. 
 
    “Then let me ask you something,” Garm said. 
 
    “We’re not being examined here, you are!” 
 
    “And failing.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll ask rhetorically,” Garm began. “If we are so powerful, if our population is so pure that we cannot even allow it to be polluted by vacationing Colmarian tourists, then why do you allow them to experiment on us?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Me! I was mutated. As a child. Against the wishes of my parents. Against everything our society stands for. You allow Colmarian Confederation scientists to genetically manipulate our population every single year. I was one of the lucky ones and got a benefit. Most times, nothing happens. And if something does, it’s often a crippling ailment or death. If we are so mighty and respected, why do you allow them to murder 1,000 of us every year? That’s how many died last year. Is there a teaching moment in those deaths? Does that make us better Quadrad?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You’re not a Quadrad,” an administrator shot back. 
 
    “I’ve seen the records. I saw what happened. An official contacted us,” Garm said, anger in her voice. “It wasn’t Sherm Tecsal who was able to be fooled by a clever guided tour. It was a government scientist on the other side of the empire. We said no the first few times he asked for permission to conduct gene modification. ‘We’re Quadrad. You can’t.’ And finally he said, ‘You will allow this, as all member planets do, or we will wipe out every living thing on your planet, scoop up your genetic material, and use it anyway.’ Then the ruling class of this planet, the Quadrad, agreed to it. And you’ve allowed it ever since.” 
 
    “But Garm,” Gal-Modil began gently, “if what you say is true, why would you want to be Quadrad? You may not have been able to refuse first enrolling, but you could have easily found ways to flunk out. If you believe we’re a lie, why be a part of it?” 
 
    “I don’t care about 25,000 years ago. However it started, whatever lies were told or deceptions laid, I believe in the Quadrad. The Colmarian Confederation isn’t the enemy. It isn’t something to keep out. It is vast wealth and power and technology and influence and it’s all ours if we want it. But we have to update. We have the people, and drive, but our training is archaic. I practiced with a polearm for five years! As if that skill is useful today,” Garm said. 
 
    “What you consider archaic shapes you in ways you can’t imagine,” an administrator argued. 
 
    “True. But how about more computer classes and less dance instruction? We still don’t have a fleet. Or even a single spaceship with a single weapon. We still don’t have settlements beyond this planet. We still beg and borrow every innovation and then lock it down and prohibit its use like it’s contaminated. I believe the Quadrad can be the foremost influence in the galaxy. And I believe I can be the best Quadrad that ever was.” 
 
    “Your ego is without limit. I will listen to no more of this nonsense,” an administrator said. Several others agreed and began to leave. 
 
    “Whatever you call me, success or failure, I am a Quadrad! I will make our name known and respected,” Garm said defiantly at the retreating teachers. 
 
      
 
    “That went about as expected,” Gal-Modil stated early the next morning, as the sun was just starting to rise. The Quadrad administrator stood with Garm by the only flight pad on the continent. 
 
    Garm was packed and ready for departure. She had been granted the provisional title of Quadrad and was given 18 hours to leave the planet. It wasn’t as strict as it sounded. There was only one ship coming to Quadrad and it was leaving in 12 hours. If they gave her 3 hours or 300 hours, she still would be leaving in 12 or not at all.  
 
    Once Garm exited the solar system, she would be an active Quadrad. 
 
    “I invited all my teachers to see me off—as tradition dictates,” Garm began. “Every counselor and guide and instructor I spent my entire life with. It’s also tradition they come—even if they’re resting on their deathbeds. We produce so few Quadrad that it’s supposed to be a ceremony. But I received forty-eight polite or mildly impolite notes declining my invitation. Three did not bother to respond at all. And only you came,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yes, well, you broke a lot of traditions with your exam,” Gal-Modil replied. 
 
    “I assume the three are plotting to kill me,” Garm said. 
 
    “I cannot confirm or deny that, as it would be a breach of protocol. However, it’s always a good idea to switch ships as often as possible when going on a journey. Especially if you’re hated by a clan of outdated assassins.” Gal-Modil smiled. 
 
    “It wasn’t really a question. I know they’re plotting to kill me. There were four messages sent between our world and the ship transporting me away. The first two were logistical and transmitted months ago. The third and fourth were encrypted and sent last night. But anyone with even a brief familiarity with Cryptographic Enclosure Doctrine would be able to unscramble the messages. The captain was paid 50,000 credits to murder me once we had left the sector,” Garm said. 
 
    Gal-Modil’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “50,000 isn’t a bad price on your head—considering it’s your first trip off the planet,” the older woman said. 
 
    “There will be a mutiny on my ship in about an hour and I will transfer to other, unregistered vessels shortly,” Garm said. 
 
    “That must have been difficult to arrange.” 
 
    “Easier if you don’t ask permission,” Garm said. 
 
    Gal-Modil grinned. Despite her age, she was still quite handsome, but she appeared very tired at the moment. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they listen?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Change is difficult. Even for those who supposedly usher it in. Of course, everything you said was true, but it’s still hard to hear it. And you didn’t go out of your way to make it sweet. You called us frauds and fools.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. Not exactly,” Garm said. “I really do believe in us. I think we can become what we always pretended to be.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much more I have to teach you. You’ve learned just about everything I have. But I’ll try. Garm. Do you know what your greatest weakness is?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “Working with others,” Garm replied immediately. 
 
    “Hah. Indeed. I operated for half a millennia in the Colmarian Confederation,” she started. 
 
    “I know. That’s why I found you so fascinating and helpful. You did it all. You were wealthier and more powerful than any Quadrad had ever been!” 
 
    “You’re talented, Garm, more skilled than I ever was. But we are not the Boranjame species. We are not beings capable of crushing worlds by ourselves. Your abilities are meaningless on their own. I survived, and thrived, in the Confederation by having a team. A network. You are going up against an incomprehensible number of enemies. You will fail if you attempt to navigate it on your own,” Gal-Modil said. 
 
    “I know. People are just so…” 
 
    “Lazy? Unmotivated? Stupid?” Gal-Modil offered. 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “You can’t expect others to try like you do. Expect them to try 1% and be happy if they give you 2. But you still need them. You’re just one woman with polearm training.” 
 
    Garm laughed. 
 
    “You don’t sleep, Garm. Have you ever thought that maybe, this drive of yours, this…almost pathological motivation, is because you don’t dream? You don’t ever have a moment to shut down. Just turn your brain off and imagine flying horses. After a while, that has to do something to you,” Gal-Modil wondered. 
 
    “If there is something wrong with me, I fix it. I work to change myself and overcome my weaknesses. I don’t know if this mutation shaped my personality. But this is who I am. And I like me. It might not meet everyone’s standards. But I’m not everyone. I’m going to be myself, and screw anyone who tries to stop me,” Garm said. 
 
    “But Garm, you need friends. Not just accomplices. Not just remote contacts. Friends,” Gal-Modil said. 
 
    “I’ll find some.” 
 
    “Do you know why I came back here to this planet full of liars and fakes?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “To teach us?” 
 
    “No. Because this is my home. And after a while, you get tired. Because the pleasant self-deception of Quadrad is calming. You are correct: the Colmarian Confederation is advanced far beyond our understanding. But it is poisonous. To your very soul,” Gal-Modil said. 
 
    “And we’re better? We are assassins and destroyers. So we say,” Garm replied. 
 
    “This planet may be a member of the Confederation, but we aren’t truly a part of it. The Colmarian Confederation has developed a kind of murder we can’t even imagine. I don’t mean just weapons and tactics but the very ideas behind them. We make the killing of one person a ceremony. A procedure whose rituals must be respected. The Colmarian Confederation can annihilate 100 billion people by accident—and not even notice. A paperwork blunder. It is a cold, heartless empire and I celebrate every day I’m not out there in it.” 
 
    “I think you’re exaggerating,” Garm said. 
 
    “Perhaps. But it’s something I learned over many painful years. You can get lost and never be found in any part of the Colmarian Confederation. And I don’t mean maps and coordinates, I mean lost to your own identity.” 
 
    “I will remember that.” 
 
    “I have one last gift to you, if you like. It’s a mission. Your first assignment. It will take you far from here. It will also allow me to keep your whereabouts a secret, as I will be prohibited from revealing them.” 
 
    “I’d be honored,” Garm said. 
 
    Gal-Modil flicked her tele, sending the encrypted mission to Garm. 
 
    “And I have some advice for you,” Garm said to her teacher. 
 
    “Really? I’m anxious to hear it.” 
 
    “Don’t go back to your home for three days or to your second-favorite hotel. I wasn’t sure who would see me off or what Quadrad would attempt to kill me,” Garm said. 
 
    A distant explosion lit up the sky in the distance.  
 
    “What was that?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “One of the three who paid for my death. Wait,” Garm said. 
 
    Another explosion. There followed a long pause as the two women looked back at the city behind them. 
 
    “Huh,” Garm said, confused. 
 
    “So they were—” Gal-Modil began, but another explosion interrupted her. 
 
    “Oh. Ellas-em was having an affair. That was outside her lover’s home. You found four of my plots to kill my teachers. You didn’t find forty-seven others,” Garm explained. 
 
    “It is forbidden for Quadrad to attack other Quadrad here!” Gal-Modil said, shocked. 
 
    “I’m not Quadrad until I leave. And that’s when they were going to kill me. So I killed them first.” 
 
    Gal-Modil was still rattled. She watched the distant fireballs silently for some while. 
 
    “Wait, you said for me not to go home. You were planning on killing me?” she asked finally. 
 
    “I planned on killing everyone. But I only implemented the plots for those who had already paid for my murder. But, as you say, plans and conspirators can go amiss and I want to ensure no harm comes to you. So just to be safe, wait three days before returning home and don’t go to your second-favorite hotel,” Garm said. 
 
    “And what do you think is my second-favorite hotel?” Gal-Modil asked. 
 
    “The Dens Mahon in Lower Eastside.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s where I had my honeymoon. We go there every year on our anniversary. What do you think my favorite is?” 
 
    “The Palatial,” Garm replied. 
 
    “That’s just a hotel I use when I’m teaching on the South Continent. It’s nice but…I wouldn’t say it’s my favorite,” Gal-Modil stated, confused. 
 
    “Forgive my error, then. And forgive me for targeting you. I always find it’s prudent to be prepared. I would have given similar instructions to anyone else who came to see me off. But it was only you. Still, no harm should come to any of the others. And avoid the Dens Mahon hotel. You are entirely safe after three days,” Garm explained. 
 
    “Thanks for that, I suppose.” 
 
    “With those three gone, you’ll also be in a better position to change Quadrad curriculum. I hope you can drag us forward. This is our society. Our culture. It’s all we have and it’s so misguided,” Garm said. 
 
    “It will not be easy. And I didn’t come back home to fight. Even petty, passive-aggressive fights about teaching,” Gal-Modil said. 
 
    “But it’s the future of our planet. Of all of us. We will never be more than a bad gimmick if things remain as they are,” Garm added. 
 
    A shuttle broke through the sky with a sonic boom. 
 
    “That’s you,” the older woman said. 
 
    “I wish you luck and prosperity, Gal-Modil. Thank you for everything,” Garm stated sincerely. 
 
    The shuttle dropped like a bullet and slowed at the last minute, blasting air and dust across the two women. 
 
    “Keep your perspective and you will succeed. You may be a star on this planet, but once you leave here, you are out amongst the galaxies. And out there, the brightest star is inconsequential. Gather your team,” Gal-Modil said. 
 
    “I will. Thank you again.” 
 
    Garm hopped on board the shuttle and almost immediately the ship took off. It disappeared past the clouds in mere seconds. 
 
    Gal-Modil stood thinking about Garm’s words, deeds, and hotels.  
 
    To get to the Palatial, which Garm had mistakenly assumed was her favorite hotel, Gal-Modil had to fly by airplane. She only used that hotel when she was doing teaching tours in the south, at other Quadrad locations. She had to be away from her husband during those times but she enjoyed them all the same. Quiet vacations alone. 
 
    Over the last few years, Gal-Modil found herself scheduling more and more of those trips. Spending longer and longer away from her life here.  
 
    Gal-Modil was unhappy. Unhappy in her marriage.  
 
    The Dens Mahon hotel, where she spent her honeymoon, was now full of bitter memories. 
 
    “Damn,” Gal-Modil said to herself. “It is my second-favorite hotel.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Such a Terrible Waste 
 
    Zum came through with the materials for Garm. It wasn’t especially difficult. Local animal bones. A bit of precious metal. Some rocks. Minor gems. And to be sure it couldn’t all be traced, a few components were stolen.  
 
    Saladon had no problem aging the materials. They had to be absolutely perfect down to the atomic level. The minerals had to come from this planet and be pieced together approximately 35- to 45,000 years ago. She added a few twists like a couple thousand years sitting in volcanic mud and the weathering that resulted from resting in a riverbed. 
 
    It was up to Garm to actually construct the forged artifact they intended to barter with Shar-Krist-eh in exchange for his support of their legislation. Garm wasn’t a great forger of fine or historical objects. She specialized, if it could be called that, in official documents and currency. However, she was good enough for this job. 
 
    The reason she wasn’t good with artwork, even ancient, low-tech artwork, was because it required uncomfortable levels of froofy creativity. And Garm was not a visual artist by any stretch. 
 
    The object she was trying to create was a rod of office. Or rod of ceremony. Or slender stick of something or other that no one was sure about because no one was 45,000 years old. It was one of a kind. However, there were items from the same time period in museums and collections on the planet which could be consulted as references. 
 
    It was only about two feet in length and had sculpted images of people, animals, and some gods or spirits or monsters. Garm pondered what exactly she should put. It was simple enough to make some crude carvings in line with all the other examples. But something told her that wouldn’t be sufficient. 
 
    Part of the allure of this object was its uniqueness. Shar-Krist-eh would be able to hold it and have a personal connection with the very earliest people who held his same job. Garm suspected if those forefathers could look ahead in time to the advanced society their planet had become, they would be much saddened that anyone was still occupying their oddball shamanistic role when it no longer served any purpose. 
 
    But Garm wasn’t here to judge this moronic culture, merely to rob it. She wanted to get it done and leave. And she had to think what damn things to carve that would sway the unemotional Shar-Krist-eh. 
 
    They were running out of time. They had already set up the meeting. If it didn’t happen tomorrow, he was scheduled to go on a tour of the planet for the next three months. It would be cumbersome and expensive to follow him around during that time. So they were leaving the planet, with or without completing the mission and getting paid. 
 
    Using skills appropriate for Stone Age–era tools and art sophistication, Garm carved a man with a simple crown. She carved a pregnant woman. She carved an animal. She carved a young warrior. And for the last spot on the rod, she carved a winged monster. There had been no other similar creature in any of the samples, but the planet had its share of suitable winged animals that could have been inspiration. Of course, one wing was broken off millennia ago and the other was worn down. It was a truly unique piece of history—or it would have been if it wasn’t a complete fabrication. 
 
    It went through the final aging processes and was done.  
 
    “That’s it?” Zum asked, on seeing the finished item. He was obviously not impressed. 
 
    “Yup,” Garm said. 
 
    “Looks like a toy I had when I was a kid,” Tenner said. “And we were so poor my toys sucked.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. That hardly cost nothing. We could have bought that with the change I find in the landing dock couch cushions every week,” Zum said. 
 
    He was right. The total expense of the rod in time and materials was about what the crew spent on breakfast on any given day. And they had now been here for 253 days and eaten a lot of breakfasts. 
 
    “The value of an object, any object in the galaxy, is what the highest bidder will pay for it,” Garm said. “There’s no point debating why someone wants something. Sell it to them.” 
 
    “Alright then, you think he’ll buy it?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “If he doesn’t, he sure as hell isn’t going to like where I stick it,” Garm replied. 
 
      
 
    Her last crewmember came in to advise on the meeting with Shar-Krist-eh. Lieutenant Tobe was Garm’s secret weapon. 
 
    Tobe was from a species and planet that did not belong to any empire because no one wanted them. Not because they were hostile or anything of the sort. Her species were morphological hermaphrodites. They could assume the opposite gender of whatever species and specimen they encountered.  
 
    This was an evolutionary tactic they developed to stave off their own extinction. Because their home world was tremendously inhospitable and dangerous and would routinely wipe out entire colonies and regions. Instead of developing traits to avoid those calamities, her species aggressively and efficiently duplicated itself. 
 
    But no one wanted their species because they horrendously over-reproduced. Long after they no longer needed their genetic quirks and impulses, they couldn’t shake them. Therefore, they were all constantly pregnant or in the act of becoming pregnant. And any species that got near them was in similar danger. 
 
    Tobe was even more extreme because she was a mutant of her species. She could not only change her reproductive self to fit or be fit with whatever was around her, she could change her entire form and phenotype at will.  
 
    She was a limited shapeshifter.  
 
    She could not alter her mass, and she could only assume a roughly bipedal Colmarian form—so no Gandrines or Keilvin Kamigans or even a husky, masculine Colmarian. But beyond those limitations, Tobe could become anything. 
 
    Garm used Tobe as a spy. In this instance, to learn about Shar-Krist-eh. Tobe had become one of his wives. One of his sons. One of his guards. And a dozen other intimates. Tobe couldn’t stay in the same form for extended periods and it took three to twelve hours for her to change, depending on the complexity. 
 
    Gender was not an especially big deal in the galaxy. Alien species had all sorts of reproductive methods that had nothing to do with granting beards or boobs to its members. However, the Colmarian language, spoken almost universally across the galaxy, made significant use of gender in its vocabulary and so it was thrust upon species whether it applied or not. Shellz had no gender. Klorr had no gender. And then there was Tobe. Garm called Tobe a woman, because her go-to form was female. In fact, Tobe’s go-to form was Garm. 
 
    Right now, Tobe looked exactly like Garm. The only differences were that Tobe’s voice was somewhat different, her bone structure was better, she had no blemishes or bruises, and she had a fuller bosom. So her “regular” body was that of a slightly sexier Garm—just to rub it in.  
 
    Garm was certain Tobe had already seduced, many times over, everyone on the ship who could be seduced. It annoyed Garm that Tobe had likely slept with everyone as Garm. 
 
    Tobe had a sex drive that was simply insatiable. She was constantly getting into trouble because of it, not understanding that some species or individuals took mating more seriously than others. To Tobe, it was only serious in that it was a compulsion. It held no emotional value to her at all. And she would use whatever deception or form was needed to secure intercourse, and then would move on to the next partner. 
 
    The Colmarian Confederation would take nearly any species no matter how bad. There were member planets that were absolutely worthless: planets of mud, with inhabitants who were mud farmers, mud sculptors, and mud interior decorators.  
 
    But Tobe’s people had the ability, and desire, to become everyone’s reproductive fantasy. The Colmarian government feared overpopulation and mass starvation if they let in Tobe’s people.  
 
    Tobe’s species didn’t have a name for themselves, probably because they were too busy procreating to worry about such trivialities. And the Colmarian Confederation didn’t name non-member species. They assigned it some abstract number, marked their region as off-limits, and left them alone. 
 
    Therefore, Tobe was not on anyone’s radar. No one was on the lookout for a shapechanger. They were theoretically known to exist, but not to the extent Tobe could accomplish. She only needed a whiff of a race and gender to begin her transformative molting. She collected samples from gymnasiums, barber shops, nail salons, and anywhere else. She had hundreds of reference species at this point. 
 
    Tobe had the potential to be the perfect spy or assassin. She could infiltrate anywhere because she was literally what she was pretending to be and there was no way to unmask her. With six hours of preparation, she could walk into an installation that would take Garm a half year of careful groundwork to penetrate. 
 
    But Tobe only had the potential to be a super spy because she wasn’t interested in being a super spy. She could be in disguise as a virgin priestess in a monastery and she would seduce the first monk she encountered. And then the second monk. And then the third. 
 
    Garm had a terrible time keeping jealous husbands, wives, lovers, friends, and acquaintances from murdering Tobe. Garm had to pull her out of roles as quickly as possible because even if she wasn’t discovered as a shapechanger, people would assume that who they thought they knew had suddenly suffered from some Explosive Libido Syndrome. 
 
    Tobe the crewmember was difficult to keep in check. As soon as they landed anywhere, Tobe was integrated into the local population, trying to get them all pregnant or get pregnant.  
 
    When her species achieved pregnancy, their ability to morph was inhibited so they could bring the baby to term. The only reason Tobe hadn’t delivered or conceived a million alien babies was because her specific mutation made her sterile. The whole point of her evolutionary trait was to increase the population and she was unable to do so. As a consequence, Tobe was never satisfied. She was always on the hunt.  
 
    Tobe was still a highly intelligent, sentient being. She knew she had to work to survive and cooperate with others to work. She knew her objectives on any particular mission. But she was easily distracted, and her method of distraction tended to distract everyone else, which tended to compromise the mission.  
 
    It’s not that she was cruel or insensitive, she was the opposite. Tobe was a kind and caring person. But sex to her was like breathing. And no amount of telling her to hold her breath was going to work or convince her that breathing should be done sparingly or with discretion.  
 
    “They’re ready for the meeting tomorrow, boss,” Tobe said, wrapping her arms around Garm. 
 
    Garm pushed Tobe away. It was pointless to say “stop” or “quit it.” Tobe wouldn’t heed such warnings. 
 
    “Does Shar-Krist-eh seem at all excited?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Not that I could see. As requested, he’s set to come in person. Along with some authenticators, but I couldn’t get details on them.” 
 
    “Is there any other activity related to the meeting?” 
 
    “Hard to tell. Everyone is packing and getting ready for the travelling show. Where Shar-Krist-eh will go around the planet showing how boring he is.” 
 
    “You’ve slept with him before, right?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. About a half dozen times with a half dozen different bodies.” 
 
    “And he never displays emotions?” 
 
    “Nope. He’s colder than you, boss. Going to make tomorrow’s negotiations a bit tricky. You want me to come along?” 
 
    “I can’t see how that would help. At this point he will either want it or not and there’s no more information to gather. If it gets dicey, you won’t be able to fight in a brand-new body you have no experience with.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll leave that to you and Tenner. I’m going into the city,” Tobe said. 
 
    “No. Everyone assists with the trade or stays in the ship in case we have to bug out. Just for a day and then you can have some shore leave,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Good luck, boss.” 
 
      
 
    The next day, everyone was in their positions.  
 
    The meeting was scheduled for a large forested park inside the city. It was not ideal in a lot of respects, but Shar-Krist-eh said this was where it would be and Garm knew it was pointless trying to change his mind. 
 
    Tenner was the first of their team to take the field. He had a lot of years working Special Forces for the Navy—and elsewhere. He had done a lot of things and seen a lot of things that made him Tenner Tashly. He was going to be covering Garm and be her lookout. He was equipped with camouflage, a headset to communicate with Garm, and a sniper rifle. 
 
    Garm wasn’t sure how good or bad he was with the weapon and the best response she could get from him was a shrug. 
 
    Garm herself was arriving with Klorr, which significantly slowed their progress. Klorr couldn’t help, but he was extremely frightening. He knocked down at least twenty old-growth trees on their way to the meeting spot. Klorr downed them without even recognizing the trees or pausing. Garm’s nerves were already on edge and she had to sidestep multi-ton trees falling around her.  
 
    The rest of her crew were on the ship getting it ready. They were planning on leaving in less than a week and it was a lot of effort to get the ship prepared. 
 
    Garm personally carried about twenty different weapons. About twenty, because nearly everything could be a weapon when utilized by Garm. They were all small and unnoticeable. She wasn’t going to walk to a meeting with Shar-Krist-eh carrying a rocket launcher. Klorr’s presence was already pushing the boundaries of acceptability.  
 
    When they set up this exchange, Garm made it clear that her team was not composed of typical anthropological workers who happened upon an ancient, ceremonial staff in their regular routines. Garm hinted that they stole it. And she further stated what they wanted in return for it.  
 
    The whole point of lying about those details was to give them a better backstory and a reason how they came upon the item. They couldn’t exactly show any university degrees from this planet—or any planet. 
 
    The meeting spot was a little concrete bench in a clearing in the forest. It could be accessed by two paths from opposite directions. But Klorr had churned his own path. 
 
    The Gandrine stood impassively behind Garm in the clearing. That’s something he was great at doing. Having him here was simply an act of behavior modification. Garm felt she could walk completely naked through a male prison filled with hardened criminals and not receive a single catcall or whistle if Klorr walked along behind her. He simply drew all attention from every source. 
 
    “Hey Garm, there are one, two, three mercenaries getting into position ahead of you,” Tenner said on the radio. 
 
    Garm had a discreet headphone and neck microphone keyed to vibration. She could speak without anyone noticing unless they were right next to her. 
 
    “You sure they’re mercenaries?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I know mercs when I see them. They sure as hell aren’t Shar-Krist-eh staff,” he said. 
 
    Shar-Krist-eh people wore distinctive clothes. 
 
    “They grouped up?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. They’re separate and spread out. Wait. They’re putting together rifles. They’re assassins. You guys need to get out of there,” he said urgently. 
 
    This was where Garm had to be very deliberate and cautious. Garm wanted this deal done, but she couldn’t compromise her safety or the safety of her crew to make it happen. This had been one area where the Quadrad trained their people judiciously despite its esoteric nature.  
 
    They ran scenario after scenario on when a Quadrad should cut her losses and run. They practiced such exercises for years. Because it was the kind of thing that if you guessed wrong, you would never get another chance to guess right. 
 
    “Are they agitated or hurrying? What are their locations?” Garm asked. 
 
    “They’re chill. Kind of sloppy. They’re fanned in about a 90-degree arc ahead of you. I’m behind and to the side of the one on your right,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Can you get shots at them if needed?”  
 
    “Not all three. No way. The far one is way off to your left-front. He’s almost in complete cover from me. Lot of trees in the way. And the second one will be able to react to my shot while I adjust.” 
 
    “We’re holding. Keep me posted on exactly what they’re doing,” Garm replied. 
 
    Shar-Krist-eh and his team had not yet arrived. While it was not out of the question that he, or more likely his people, would hire mercenaries to kill her and simply take the staff, the costs would be significantly greater than simply endorsing the legislation—which didn’t cost him anything. Even the ethical cost of supporting legislation he didn’t know or care about was far lower than hiring murderers. It didn’t make much sense if they were here to kill her.  
 
    Garm deduced the mercenaries were protection. While his own staff had security elements, they were hardly what one would consider proficient. 
 
    Furthermore, Klorr was present. Garm had not seen anything at all able to hurt the Gandrine. Small arms fire would do nothing to him. If they suspected they had to kill Garm and Klorr to retrieve the artifact, and they were still setting up, then they were either carrying a surprisingly portable tactical nuclear armament, or they were not here to kill them at all.  
 
    At least not yet. 
 
    “There’s no cover out there. I can give you about two seconds of warning before they start shooting,” Tenner said. 
 
    “They looking at me now?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Negative. One is making coffee.” 
 
    “Okay, watch my spot and tell me when I’m clear or when you can see me. I’m going to hide behind Klorr,” Garm said. 
 
    “Hold. Adjusting lenses,” Tenner replied. “Go.” 
 
    Garm walked between Klorr’s legs and stood with her back against his right calf. 
 
    “Clear. Clear. Clear. I see your hand. See your leg. Clear. Clear,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Okay, good. I got cover,” Garm replied. “Keep them monitored.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    She marked her spot on the ground so she could fall back to that point. She still might be visible to the one on the left, which Tenner didn’t have a good angle on. But she could at least get cover from two of them. All she had to hope was Klorr didn’t suddenly feel the need to dance. 
 
    When they arrived, she instructed the Gandrine to “stop” and “don’t move.” She would not tell him anything else because it was too risky having him stomping around processing instructions thirty minutes after she said them. 
 
    Garm wished she had paid more attention to meditation exercises. She was standing in front of three snipers in a clearing. 
 
    “Hey girlie,” Shellz chimed in on the headset. 
 
    “Keep this channel clear unless it’s an emergency,” Garm said. 
 
    “It maybe is. Sort of. How would I know?” 
 
    “What is it?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I’m getting a Navy order that the system has to be clear for the next 72 hours. So we can’t take off or travel unless we do it in about…uh, two hours,” she said. “And we’re crazy-super low on fuel.” 
 
    “Just our ship?” Garm asked, startled. 
 
    “No, no. Everyone. They’re probably doing something with satellites and don’t want ships flying all around while they do it,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Zum, you on coms? You heard of this before?” Garm asked. 
 
    “What? No. The Colmarian Navy doesn’t care about local satellites,” he replied. 
 
    “Are there any Navy vessels around?” Garm asked. 
 
    “There might be. I mean, not like warships, if that’s what you’re asking. It’s a planetary message,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What are the codes?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No one uses codes. You just go by the text,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Get the codes,” Garm ordered. 
 
    “Ugh. It will take forever to look them all up and cross-reference,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Zum, help her out,” Garm said. 
 
    “She’s right, no one uses codes. Besides, we weren’t planning on taking off for another four or five days. We’d be dead in the sky if we took off now,” Zum replied. 
 
    “Just do it, please. I need to know if we’re stuck and why we’re stuck,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. 
 
    Garm had only a few minutes to mull everything over. 
 
    “I got eyes on Shar-Krist-eh. He’s got three with him. They’re approaching on the path to your left,” Tenner said. 
 
    Garm saw them in the distance. Shar-Krist-eh, two of his house staff, and someone she didn’t know, but probably an expert on antiquities. He walked like a learned man, not comfortable being outdoors and wearing too many clothes for hiking in a forest. 
 
    “Are the mercs moving?” Garm asked. 
 
    “They’re watching. Now laughing. Two are. They are on coms with each other. Or they find the exact same things funny. Now they aren’t looking,” Tenner said. 
 
    That was strange. Garm really wished she understood Shar-Krist-eh more. She was guessing at his motivations, which was dangerous. If the mercenaries were going to kill her, they would have tried already. If they were going to protect Shar-Krist-eh, they would be monitoring his every step. If they were here to kill him, they wouldn’t be joking around at this point. 
 
    Maybe this was the local meeting spot for criminal activities and the mercenaries were here to kill the next group. 
 
    “Keep watching,” Garm said. 
 
    Shar-Krist-eh’s team shouted some abbreviated introductions to Garm and then they stopped moving. They were waiting about thirty-five feet away. It was obvious that they were deeply concerned about Klorr. 
 
    It was dumb to bring the Gandrine, Garm thought. These weren’t ordinary criminals or nefarious sorts. They weren’t used to seeing anything more disturbing than rainfall on a weekend. And suddenly here they were, standing across from a stone monster, about to engage in some kind of dirty quid pro quo. She could see them regretting their decision to be here. 
 
    The only one not displaying any kind of anything was Shar-Krist-eh. He would have been a fantastic gambler. His handlers were waiting on him to make a move and he was waiting on…who knows? He was as blank as ever. 
 
    “Captain, we got the codes you want,” Zum said, on the communicator. 
 
    “Dude, she’s busy,” Tenner hissed. 
 
    “No. I’m not. Let me hear them,” Garm said, keeping her lips tight. 
 
    Garm wanted the distraction. If this was a waiting game, she’d wait. She also didn’t want to appear anxious or forced or anything else. Not only would it frazzle his manservants, but Shar-Krist-eh was not one who appreciated being pushed into anything.  
 
    Shellz was right. It was an impossibly long combination of codes. Far too complicated for anyone to bother with. 
 
    But Garm wasn’t just anyone. During their long trips through space she devoted significant energies to studying Colmarian Confederation codes, history, and procedures. There were so many loopholes! You could just about walk up to a senator, shoot him in the foot, steal his wig, and adopt his first-born child, so long as you had the proper forms filled out. And the Colmarian Confederation lived by those backwards and convoluted laws and rules and ordinances.  
 
    As her mind tried to categorize and recognize the codes, she could see the handlers were urging Shar-Krist-eh to leave. Get away from this shady woman and her alien bodyguard. 
 
    Garm reacted as if they were all old friends and they weren’t meeting in a deserted clearing surrounded by snipers. She pulled out the rod and held it aloft. It was covered in protective plastic, which seemed a smart idea at the time, but at this distance it made the object much harder to identify.  
 
    “As you can see, this is a 2nd Period Staff. It has a traditional chieftain image at the apex. On the obverse there would be tanga feathers, but of course those are long gone. The middle section where there would normally be rawhide or cording, there are grooves. Which may mean that they used a harder material as a grip. But what is most striking is the bottom figure. It appears to be a winged form—slight cosmetic damage from age and wear. Microscopic analysis shows there are what appears to be fangs in the mouth as well,” Garm said. 
 
    The team’s authenticator looked about ready to wrestle Klorr if it meant he could examine the staff. He all but ran to Garm in his enthusiasm. He was not a good poker player. 
 
    But it was Shar-Krist-eh that Garm was monitoring. It was nothing. Almost nothing. But she saw a vein on his forehead move. She caught it in the sunlight.  
 
    Garm had him. 
 
    Shar-Krist-eh didn’t do anything or say anything. But he held his ground despite the urging by his protectors to leave. Their hired expert, who smelled of old smoke and older leather, greedily handled the rod. He put on protective gloves. Lowered a multi-sensor electronic scanner across his face and tore off the protective covering and threw it behind him.  
 
    Garm felt it was a good sign for a man of science and history to wantonly litter. 
 
    “Mercs are holding. Still not looking down sights or gearing up,” Tenner said. 
 
    The other two handlers moved a bit closer to watch the discovery. Garm was starting to feel good about all this when out of nowhere, Klorr spoke. 
 
    “Fourteen,” the Gandrine bellowed. His voice was exactly what you would expect from a giant boulder. 
 
    “Um, we detected dabs of color on the front,” Garm said quickly, trying to wrest attention back to the rod. “It might be from the sediment or herbal-based paints.” 
 
    No one even heard Garm. They were staring at Klorr. Even the appraiser, who might be holding a priceless relic, was looking up at the creature.  
 
    It didn’t matter that Klorr was standing there, as impassive as ever. A ten-foot-tall Gandrine just said something, and a bunch of squishy sacks of blood and organs were not going to ignore him just because it didn’t make any sense. 
 
    It would be like if you were standing next to an industrial-sized dump truck filled with molten gravel and it suddenly let loose a squeaky siren. It’s in your best interest to figure out what the hell that siren means, squeaky or not. 
 
    Garm saw she was losing her customers and she couldn’t get Klorr to “take it back” because that would take ages. Klorr could have been answering someone from hours or even days ago. There was no way of knowing. 
 
    “Oh, him,” Garm said. “Don’t worry about him. He just likes to count things. Sometimes he says it out loud.” 
 
    Garm flashed her most disarming grin. They looked at her. Back at Klorr. Back and forth a few more times. Fortunately, the Gandrine didn’t move or say anything else. Garm was sure if Klorr had said “thirteen,” signifying some kind of countdown, everyone would have run screaming.  
 
    “So am I wrong about this bottom figure?” Garm asked. 
 
    And just like that, they were back in gear. The appraiser returned to Shar-Krist-eh with the rod. They all huddled together and spoke in hushed tones as they examined the artifact. Garm took out her tele with the legislation so it would only take moments to complete the exchange.  
 
    They were so close. 
 
    But evaluating the rod was not trivial and the group was taking their sweet time. Garm stayed where she was. She didn’t want to crowd or pressure them. And Klorr provided her with cover if she had to hide.  
 
    Garm used the time to speak to Tenner, covering her mouth with her hand to be sure no one else heard her or could read her lips.  
 
    “Do you think those snipers are Navy?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Active military? No way. They’re clearly mercs. Pretty much like us,” he replied. 
 
    Garm bristled at being called a mercenary but now wasn’t the time for debate. 
 
    “I mean, do you think they received training in the Navy?” she asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t really matter. The Colmarian Navy isn’t known for its foot soldiers. They pretty much do all their fighting in space,” Tenner explained. 
 
    It was an innocuous phrase from Tenner, but somehow it triggered memories. Things Garm had read in her research of the Colmarian Confederation. 
 
    “Shellz, how long until all ships in the system are grounded?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Um. About an hour and a half,” she replied. 
 
    “Prep the ship to leave. We’re taking off before then,” Garm said. 
 
    “What? You said I could go into the city to recharge after your meeting,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “Captain,” Zum began. “Leaving now would be dangerous. Summer Dream Adventure is already down to emergency reserves. We could risk losing life support.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Tenner, fall back to the ship and get ready for departure,” Garm said. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here alone, Garm,” he objected. 
 
    “What are the mercs doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Um, hold on,” he said. “They’re waiting.” 
 
    “Then this is a double-cross. They’ll kill me after the trade. They aren’t going to risk shooting around Shar-Krist-eh,” she said. 
 
    “Why would they do that? You aren’t receiving money for the thing. There’s no reason to kill you,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “There’s no profit in killing me. Doesn’t mean there’s no reason. Not everyone is concerned about the bottom line,” Garm said. 
 
    Garm turned to Klorr. She jumped up and down and waved her arms in huge arcs to try and get his attention. 
 
    “Go back to the ship! Go back, Klorr. Go back to the ship! Fast as you can!” she shouted. 
 
    Klorr stood there. If he had eyelids, they would be unblinking. 
 
    “The mercs are watching you now,” Tenner said. “I got a shot at one and can get point on another.” 
 
    “No,” Garm said, not bothering to conceal her communications. Shar-Krist-eh’s group were also watching her. “Get back to the ship, Tenner. That’s an order. Take off before the lockdown.” 
 
    “Captain,” Zum began. “Tobe isn’t onboard. She must have gone into the city for…you know.” 
 
    “Ugh. Find her. Get her back. We are leaving with or without her,” Garm said. 
 
    “I need Zummy to help me prep for takeoff,” Shellz said. “There’s still a ton of manual controls that I can’t manual.” 
 
    “I’ll find her,” Tenner said. “Mercs are holding steady. You’re on your own, Garm. Be careful.” 
 
    Garm was about to start kicking Klorr in his foot to get him to move or even acknowledge he was alive, when he slowly began to turn around and head back the way they came. It would take him nearly the full duration to reach the ship. And he was so big there was nothing short of a well-placed black hole that could speed him up. But at least Garm knew he was on his way and nothing would distract or slow him. 
 
    She marched over to Shar-Krist-eh’s team. His house personnel took up defensive postures, the appraiser clutched the rod, but Shar-Krist-eh himself was less responsive than Klorr. 
 
    “I hate to be a nuisance, but this has to be done now or not at all,” Garm said. She held out the tele with the legislation and flicked the documentation over to the handlers. “Either endorse it, or kindly return the relic and I’ll be off.” 
 
    It was a risky move. From everything she knew of the cultural leader, which was nearly nothing, he did not like being pressured. All her other attempts to coerce his endorsement had failed. But Garm felt she had to do this and get out. 
 
    The handlers scanned the legislation to make sure it didn’t have anything extra. Like, “and a zillion credits,” written at the bottom. 
 
    “What’s the sudden rush?” one of them asked suspiciously. 
 
    “That’s my concern,” Garm replied coolly. 
 
    Garm stood as close to the other team as possible. She had enough weapons and combat ability to take them all out if they sneezed funny. But she was mostly trying to use them as shields from the snipers, who she no longer had eyes on. 
 
    Garm was so impatient she was about to explode. The handlers were examining legal documents and waiting for the least emotional person in the galaxy to show some emotion. 
 
    Finally, Shar-Krist-eh nodded his head slightly and he signed and endorsed the legislation. Garm got confirmation on her tele and passed it on. 
 
    “Zum, transmit that for payment. Now,” Garm said, in full view of everyone. 
 
    “A little busy, but yes, sir,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Pre-apologies. I’ll return him momentarily,” Garm said, to everyone’s confusion. 
 
    In a flash, Garm was behind Shar-Krist-eh, grabbed him in a submission hold, and began to force him backwards, away from the snipers and into the cover of the trees on the other side of the clearing.  
 
    The appraiser shrieked. One of the house staff pulled out a pistol, which he obviously had little expertise with. The other fumbled with his tele to make a call.  
 
    Garm darted her head and other body parts around erratically to ensure not even the best marksman could get a clean shot at her. Shar-Krist-eh produced a single gurgle as she manipulated his throat, which was the most she had ever heard him say. 
 
    The others shouted at her, threatened her, asked what she wanted. 
 
    “What? I can’t hear you,” Garm replied. 
 
    She said that to keep them walking close to her and providing further obstruction to the mercenaries who were almost certainly looking to blast her. 
 
    It was painful minutes, but she finally reached the far woods and its concealing trees. Forcing Shar-Krist-eh to walk backwards through the thick underbrush while she dodged around would slow her movement to a crawl. And amongst the brush, the cultural leader was far more likely to trip and fall. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you,” Garm said, and she pushed Shar-Krist-eh forward, and sprinted away. 
 
    She didn’t hear any gunshots nor see any splintering wood, but she nevertheless kept up her evasive actions as she rushed away from the clearing. 
 
    “I’m coming back. And we’re now wanted by the local authorities. Speed up if you can,” Garm said, breathing hard. 
 
    “Are the police coming?” Zum asked.  
 
    “It’s doubtful they know who I am and where the ship is located. But best to be prepared,” Garm said. “Did you send along confirmation of the deal?” 
 
    She could practically hear Zum throwing up his elderly arms in exasperation. 
 
    “Yes, and they sent a response. But I can’t prep for takeoff and prep for battle and handle the reply,” he said. 
 
    “Is Saladon helping?” Garm asked. 
 
    “She’s sulking in her cabin. Says this isn’t in her job description,” Zum replied. 
 
    “Shellz, turn off life support to wherever Saladon isn’t helping until she helps. We need the power anyway. Zum, get ready for takeoff. Tenner, you see any sign of Tobe?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I just got into the city. I couldn’t exactly walk around carrying a rifle. Hey Garm, they might not know where the ship is, but if they want to know, they can just follow Klorr,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Crap. That’s a good point. I’ll hang back to make sure no one is coming. Don’t slow down and don’t be late. Summer Dream Adventure is leaving in an hour,” she said. 
 
    One of the mercenaries jogged through the forest keeping his body low to the ground. He rapidly scanned the surroundings to ensure he wasn’t surprised. He followed Garm’s tracks, which wasn’t difficult, because the forest floor was damp and covered with inches of dead leaves. He might not be a professional assassin, but he moved with the ease of an experienced woodsman. 
 
    He was kicked in the side of the knee, forcing him down. Then the back of the neck. Then a sharp jabwith her elbow to his left eye. Then he was disarmed. 
 
    Garm took his gun, sighted it, and shot another mercenary, about 300 yards away. He was hit in the leg. The shot dropped him and produced a robust series of curses. Garm pointed the gun at the mercenary on the ground in front of her. 
 
    “Where is the third one? If you lie, I will empty this into your skull,” Garm said quite truthfully. 
 
    “He’s with Shar-Krist-eh.” The man blinked. It registered as a truthful statement to Garm. 
 
    Normally, she would have said more. Done more. And not left him alone. But this was not a normal situation. 
 
    “If you don’t get off this planet in an hour, you’ll be killed,” Garm said. 
 
    She then cracked the man in his right shoulder with the butt of the gun and dislocated his arm. She didn’t have time to search him for other weapons, but believed his injuries were painful enough to make him incapable of fighting in the immediate term. 
 
    Garm began moving again and had already passed Klorr. The Gandrine was making slightly better progress than expected. It was impossible to miss him plowing through the forest at plow speed. 
 
    The mercenary gun she took was not very good quality and the sights had not been adjusted properly—she had meant to hit the other mercenary in the stomach. Those pieces of information, along with the damage she inflicted, led Garm to believe they were not true professionals or were of such low quality that they were unlikely to follow her or Klorr any longer. They were probably on their teles looking up schools that offered night classes in accounting. 
 
    Garm discarded the gun as its bulk was slowing her down. 
 
    “I’m coming back. Mercenaries are down. Klorr should make it with time to spare. What’s everyone’s status?” she said. 
 
    “We’re still winding up for launch,” Shellz said, her voice betraying her disapproval. 
 
    “Saladon is up and helping. Though you’re going to have an angry Rettosian to deal with. We can shove off in thirty minutes and we got authorization,” Zum said. 
 
    “Can’t find Tobe,” Tenner said. “I’ve sent a dozen messages. She could be anywhere and look like anything.” 
 
    “Give it ten more minutes and then get back,” Garm said. 
 
    Garm stopped moving and took out her tele. She turned off her earpiece so she could send a message directly to Tobe without the others hearing. 
 
    “This is Garm. It’s an emergency. Everyone on the planet is going to be killed and your only hope of survival is escaping with us and we’re leaving in thirty minutes,” she said. 
 
    No goodbyes. No farewells. No best wishes. They wouldn’t do Tobe any good. Garm hadn’t told her crew of her fears because most people didn’t work well under threat of imminent destruction. A lot of useless philosophical thoughts tended to cloud the mind and all their lives depended on efficient execution. Better that they were their usual, half-assed selves than scared-to-death selves. 
 
    Garm made it onto the Summer Dream Adventure and took up an automatic rifle and pair of binoculars to guard the main ramp. The rest of the crew were doing their parts—with the traditional amount of complaints and agitation. 
 
    Klorr lumbered up, knocking over a light pole and flattening a fence along the way. While he was disconnecting some of the external ship lines, Zum watched the Gandrine approach. 
 
    “Wow, what did you say to him? He sure is hauling ass,” the old man exclaimed, seeing Klorr travelling slighter faster than a brick. 
 
    “Jumping up and down seemed to help. How are we looking?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Almost done. Engines about ready to begin pre-cycle. Any sign of Tenner?” 
 
    “No,” Garm replied. 
 
    “What’s going on, unofficially, Captain?” Zum asked. 
 
    “It’s serious. But don’t panic the crew,” she replied, her gaze still fixed on the distance. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he replied, entering the ship to finish up. He didn’t need any more details. 
 
    Garm held her post. It took Klorr another five minutes to walk up the short ramp. He didn’t do inclines, up or down, very well. How he balanced at all without an inner ear was anyone’s guess. But Garm was thankful that Klorr walked carefully around the ship so he didn’t damage it by mistake. 
 
    No word on the radio. It would be a tremendous loss if both Tenner and Tobe didn’t make it. Even if Garm was wrong about the danger, the two would not appreciate being left behind. She’d never earn back their trust. So even if they didn’t die, she’d have to replace them. But being captain meant hard choices. 
 
    Then she saw Tenner hustle up. She checked her binoculars and sighed. When Tenner approached, Garm addressed her. 
 
    “Tobe, you seen or heard from Tenner?” Garm asked the female shapeshifter. 
 
    “Damn, how’d you know it was me, boss?” 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “No, haven’t seen him. What gave me away?” she asked. 
 
    “Hold on.” Garm activated her headset. “Tenner, get back to the ship immediately. Everyone is here except you. Repeat: get back now.” 
 
    Tobe, in the form of Tenner, was waiting.  
 
    “He’s much bigger and you don’t walk or carry yourself anything like him,” Garm explained. 
 
    “He’s more world-weary?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Zum is world-weary. I’m world-annoyed. Tenner is carefree while the world punches him in the face,” Garm said. 
 
    “He does seem to have rotten luck,” Tobe agreed. 
 
    “We all have rotten luck. But some people feel the need to keep drawing cards.” 
 
    “I thought I’d get some sexy attention in this form, but it seems like everyone in the city knows Tenner. They either wanted to kill me or marry me,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Go to Zum and see what help he needs with the ship. Be sure to tell him you’re Tobe,” Garm said at the retreating figure. 
 
    “Aww,” came the reply. 
 
    Even facing the possibility of death, Tobe wanted to see if she could fool the rest of the crew by impersonating Tenner. 
 
    “What’s the ETA on takeoff, Shellz?” Garm asked on the radio. 
 
    “Still lagging on power. We need to free up more juice,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “Zum. Where’s Saladon?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Not sure. She was checking the computer protocols,” Zum replied. 
 
    “Shellz. Put my voice on the ship intercom,” Garm ordered. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “Saladon, your lab is a major energy draw. We need all non-critical systems shut down so we can leave. This is life or death. Your experiments are no good to a corpse,” Garm said, hearing the echo of her voice from inside the ship. She just had to hope the proud Rettosian wasn’t so proud she was ready to die instead of obey an order. 
 
    “Hey Garm,” Tenner said on her headset. “I’m kind of pinned down. About three blocks. It’s not the mercs. Must be Shar-Krist-eh’s religious goons. I’m not getting out of here. They got the alley blocked. Just take off and I’ll lay low in the city until you can come back. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    Garm’s shoulders dropped. She stowed her automatic rifle because it was too big to run with and she grabbed a metal safety hatchet from inside the entranceway.  
 
    The hatchet was a throwback item to when people might be forced to use an axe to…whatever, cut someone free. But spaceships were all thick composite and metal alloys. The hatchet was merely a decoration at this point. But it was fairly well-balanced, made of high-grade cobalt titanium, and Garm could make use of it. 
 
    “Tenner, I’m coming. Stay put. What building you in?” Garm asked. She tightened her jacket, flung away any loose items, and began sprinting.  
 
    There was only one small road that led to where the Summer Dream Adventure was berthed. She wouldn’t have to decide what to do until she travelled several blocks. 
 
    “What? I’m…I’m in the supply store. The one with all the oil logos in the window. But there’s no need. I can cut out the back and be gone,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Captain, should we postpone liftoff?” Zum asked. 
 
    “No, Zum. Proceed. Tenner, hold position. I need you to spot. Who is outside?” Garm asked. 
 
    She had already cleared the block and was about to round a corner. 
 
    “Garm, they all have guns…” 
 
    “Locations!” Garm barked. 
 
    “One to right. Your front. By power box. Three-plus across street in alley. Two-plus to left trying to flank me,” Tenner said quickly. “What you need from me?” 
 
    There was silence for long moments. 
 
    “Hey, Garm?” Tenner asked worriedly. 
 
    Quadrad were supposed to work in the shadows. There were a lot of reasons for that. What her mentor, Gal-Modil, said was true: their species were not mighty individuals. They weren’t Gandrine or even oversized Colmarians. Gal-Modil said, if you made a name for yourself as a Quadrad, you were doing it wrong. Because it only took one bomb to erase that name—or at least blow off a leg. 
 
    So the Quadrad dictum was to not engage openly if possible. And if you had to, use only as much force as was required—with a little extra just to be sure. The benchmark was to use one-and-a-half times the intensity you needed. So you didn’t just barely murder someone, you made sure they were murdered. But you didn’t murder them five times over because then you put a target on yourself because of your beastly methods.  
 
    That’s the mistake many bounty hunters and assassins made. They used overwhelming force out of machismo or laziness or bloodthirst. If you did that a few times, then there would suddenly be a bounty on you. And it’s hard to operate as an assassin when there’s more people hunting you than you’re hunting.  
 
    Not only that, but if you blew up a village every time you got in a fight, no one would ever want to be associated with you.  
 
    So if a Quadrad was ever required to go full bore, it was highly encouraged that no witnesses were left to pass on the details of the massacre. 
 
    In this particular instance, Garm was in a tremendous hurry. 
 
      
 
    Tenner sat inside the store on the floor, his back against the wall, holding a pistol to his chest. He could monitor the back entrance, see the front entrance to his left, and peek up to check the street if needed. He had taken some shrapnel hits in the right arm and upper back, and glass fragments were stuck in his hands and face from when they shot out the windows. 
 
    “Come on,” Garm said to him suddenly. 
 
    Tenner almost shot her. Well, he jumped and tried to move his gun, but Garm blocked it with her foot. Garm was inside the store, standing a few feet away from him. She was covered in blood. 
 
    “Thad Elon’s Balls!” Tenner exclaimed. 
 
    Garm grabbed hold of the man and tried to get him to his feet. He was far heavier than her and he was momentarily too surprised to move. She finally got him up and to the front door. 
 
    Four bodies were lying in the street. 
 
    “Thad Elon’s Balls!” Tenner said again. 
 
    “Shut up about the balls and quit dragging your feet. We need to move,” Garm said. 
 
    Tenner recovered and fell in line behind Garm. He wasn’t a fast runner, but he could jog carrying a gun at the ready at a constant clip. 
 
    Thad Elon was often used as an exclamation across the galaxy. He was the legendary originator of the Colmarian Confederation and some of the most advanced technology in the galaxy, such as Portals. About a quarter of the species thought he was a silly myth so his name was used in ridicule; a quarter thought he was a hero and Thad Elon was invoked with pride; a quarter thought he was a villain and he was shouted as an expletive; and the remainder hadn’t developed space travel so what they thought of Thad Elon couldn’t be guessed. 
 
    “We’re coming back. Three minutes. Get ready to launch as soon as the doors lock,” Garm said in her headset. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll be at the hatch. We expectin’ other company?” Zum asked. 
 
    “I think everyone’s dead,” Tenner said, breathing hard. 
 
    Zum activated the bay doors as they approached, knowing how slowly they closed. Tenner had to scramble and get a hand up from Garm. He had blood pouring down his face from the glass. 
 
    “Clear to launch, Shellz,” Zum said, as soon as they were inside and the ship sealed. 
 
    “Okey, hold tight. Dreammates, prepare for turbulence,” she said on the intercom. 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure was a big boat. And inside a planetary atmosphere, it handled approximately like a flying peninsula. It was an incredibly rough ride even with various inertial dampeners and magnetic shields. It’s like physics itself was affronted at such an un-aerodynamic land mass defying gravity. 
 
    “You two need to get to the hospital,” Zum yelled above the roaring engines. Many of the cabins and hallways were essentially soundproof from the ship’s operation. But not out here by a main entrance. 
 
    “This isn’t my blood,” Garm yelled back. 
 
    “This is mine,” Tenner said. “But I’m going to consume some major narcotics.” 
 
      
 
    They all gathered back in the cockpit, minus Tenner, who was busy self-medicating. Klorr also remained just inside the ship and wouldn’t move unless explicitly directed. 
 
    “So what’s all this about?” Tobe asked. She was slowly shedding Tenner’s form and looked like a blurry version of the first mate. 
 
    Tobe’s instincts were a biological marvel. She couldn’t actively suffocate herself or starve herself or blind herself while changing forms. Even if the forms she was migrating between were extremely different. Somehow her body knew how to precisely morph without crippling her. But complex changes took much longer because she had to do it slowly or rest in transition states as her lungs moved from her chest to her feet.  
 
    “The Navy is going to destroy the planet,” Garm said. 
 
    Everyone stared at the captain.  
 
    “Uh, who is?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “The Colmarian Navy,” Garm replied. 
 
    “There aren’t any Navy ships around that I can see. And the nearest Portal is two days at a hard burn,” Shellz answered. 
 
    Garm shrugged and went to her tele. 
 
    “This is absurd. I lost valuable experiments because of this pointless evacuation. I demand payment,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Talk to Zum,” Garm replied, indicating she was busy. 
 
    “Mr. Oppalendere, I would like to file a petition for compensation,” Saladon said. 
 
    “What experiments we talkin’ about?” he asked with a sigh. “And don’t put no time or emotional value on them. What did you spend in credits?” 
 
    “That totally underestimates their value!” Saladon argued. 
 
    Garm ignored them. She looked at her tele and found the contract Zum mentioned. They had been paid. Garm finally relaxed. She had been scared that they would get some return message demanding more proof or other actions. Things they might not be able to get.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t a lot of money.  
 
    After Saladon had stormed off, Zum came over to talk. Garm shared the finances with her paymaster. 
 
    “How’s it look?” Garm asked him. 
 
    “That’s…not great, Captain. I’ll have to run the numbers, but I’d say we barely came out ahead. We can forget about upgrading the Dream, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured.” 
 
    “You going to get us another one of those missions? Maybe without cult figures involved?” Zum asked. 
 
    Garm paused. She had been kicking this around for some time now. 
 
    “I don’t think so. It just isn’t profitable. We have a resourceful team. And this crew has demonstrated it can be trusted,” Garm began. 
 
    “Eh…” Zum replied. 
 
    “When it counts. We aren’t going to make any money doing things the way we have been. I think it’s time we go into business for ourselves,” Garm said. 
 
    “Well, we do have a cruise liner with plenty of space,” Zum offered. 
 
    “Oh,” Tobe said, overhearing. “Tenner could run the bar and sell drugs to passengers. I could be a prostitute to fit every taste. Zum could swap war stories with senile retirees.” 
 
    Zum grumbled. 
 
    “Saladon could make the drugs Tenner sells. Klorr could stand in a corner,” Tobe continued. 
 
    “What about me?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “We still need a pilot,” Tobe replied. 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    “I’m thinking we find a good planet to set up shop,” Garm stated. 
 
    “What are we selling?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Not sure yet,” she answered. 
 
    “Whoa. Everyone check this out,” Shellz said, using the ship intercom. 
 
    They all approached the control console. Tenner stumbled into the cockpit without his pants, looking even worse than when he arrived. 
 
    “I told you to go to the hospital. We got enough medical supplies on this boat to build a zombie army and you’re still bleeding,” Zum barked. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, man. I don’t feel nothing,” Tenner replied, smiling. 
 
    “What is it, Shellz?” Garm asked. 
 
    “A Colmarian Navy cruiser just appeared out of nowhere! Really. There was nothing there and now it’s here,” she said. 
 
    Even Saladon, who had returned to see what the commotion was, seemed interested. Though she pretended otherwise. 
 
    “Maybe it was invisible?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “Not possible,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I’ve heard there are ships with their own Portal Drives,” Zum began. “They can travel almost anywhere in the galaxy Portals can reach. But it costs a fortune to operate equipment like that.”  
 
    “So maybe Garm was right?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “That’s stupid. Why would the Navy warn everyone ahead of time they were going to destroy a planet?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “Because the Colmarian Confederation does everything by the book. It’s an insane book that contradicts itself on every page, but they still do it,” Garm replied. 
 
    “One cruiser can’t do anything to a planet. The mathematics—” Saladon began. 
 
    “Guys,” Shellz interrupted. 
 
    They saw it on the screen. Four more ships suddenly appeared. 
 
    “Are we in the safe zone from them?” Zum asked urgently. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s a hundred magnification,” Shellz replied. “This isn’t my first joy ride. We’re way out of the restricted area. That’s three more cruisers and—” 
 
    “That one’s a battleship,” Tenner said, pointing his shaky finger. 
 
    As they were all staring, the entire screen filled up and everyone shrieked in alarm. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers!” Zum yelled. 
 
    “No, it’s far away,” Shellz said. “Here.” 
 
    She changed the screen zoom and they saw it: a ship of unbelievable proportions. At this magnification, all they could see was the planet, stars in the background, and a single, very large ship. 
 
    “Thad Elon, that’s a dreadnought,” Zum exclaimed. 
 
    The ship in question fired. A shot travelled down to the planet while the crew held their breaths. 
 
    “Each one of those rounds costs something like five trillion credits. They wanted all the ships out of the area because they didn’t want anything deflecting or changing the aim on those blasts,” Garm explained. 
 
    “Why are they doing it?” Tobe asked. “Why would they destroy a whole planet?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t know,” Garm replied. 
 
    “How could they not know?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “They get orders and they carry them out,” Zum agreed. “No one on those ships knows what’s down there. Could have been something that done happened a thousand years ago that they finally got around to taking care of.” 
 
    “Could even be a misunderstanding,” Tenner added. “I’ve seen plenty of lost souls because of that.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Zum said. “But whatever that planet done wrong, it don’t matter now.” 
 
    Every member of the crew had spent significant time on the planet. They had seen interesting architecture or enjoyed cuisine or had fun watching tele programs. Some, mostly Tenner, even made friends. 
 
    “It would require more than a single shot,” Saladon said, though she was also concerned. 
 
    “They won’t shoot all at once,” Zum explained. “They’ll sit there and wait for the planet to turn. If they’re in a hurry they can burn fuel and circle on their own. But cannons like that you need to do maintenance after every shot. They’ll fire maybe four, five times over the next few days—however long they said we had to stay out of orbit.” 
 
    “That would be enough to blot out the sun or cause tsunamis or create cataclysmic earthquakes,” Saladon said, after she did some quick calculations on her Rettosian tele. 
 
    “Five trillion a pop and five shots. That’s more than the economic output of that whole planet for at least a decade. Maybe even a century,” Zum added. 
 
    They all watched the scene quietly. 
 
    “Such a terrible waste,” Tobe said finally. 
 
    “And that is the definition of the Colmarian Confederation,” Garm replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    Kitchen Staff Supervisor 
 
    As Garm was just leaving her home world for the first time, a woman named Lizo-Wang sat patiently in the waiting room of an important regional diplomat as his important staff moved around importantly. They practically bounced off one another they were moving so fast. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was a small woman. She dyed her hair a kind of light orange to prevent it from showing gray from her age, though she didn’t do a good job, so it was kind of a smoky orange. She had wrinkles about the face and hands that she kept meaning to get filtered away, but she could never find the time, and she could never muster enough reason to care when she did have the time.  
 
    She watched the young staff operate. It was a shame to see them squander their lives here when they clearly had so much to offer. 
 
    Lizo-Wang had been waiting for three hours. It had taken four months to schedule this meeting and it had been rescheduled six times. The important regional diplomat was extremely important and Lizo-Wang was not. 
 
    But she was accommodating and polite and she did enjoy observing the bustling office. It was quite a break from her normal activities. She found the young people engrossing. 
 
    As fortune would have it, the important regional diplomat would finally see her. He was giving her five minutes, the secretary said, as Lizo-Wang was hurried along to the office. 
 
    She was practically shoved inside and the door closed behind her. Soundproof, as the bustle and hum of the outside were instantly erased. 
 
    “Make it quick,” the regional director stated in a rough voice. 
 
    He sat behind an enormous desk with the lights low. Lizo-Wang knew that he had a mild light sensitivity. His entire species was the same. He was a Colmarian, but so was damn near everyone. 
 
    Lizo-Wang approached the desk and handed him her business card. Her small arms were insufficient to reach even halfway across the desk and the man grunted and took the card in his fat hands. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me. My name is Lizo-Wang. I am with the Colmarian Confederation Department of Food, Edibles, Nourishment, Sustenance, Larder, Feed, and Radon,” she said. 
 
    “Radon?” 
 
    “It’s a noble gas. They couldn’t find another department for it. But it doesn’t really matter because my specific sub-department splintered off some time ago. We’ve just been waiting on an official name change,” she continued. 
 
    The diplomat turned the electronic business card over and over in his hand. He wasn’t fidgeting, the electronic card had to be flipped many times to continue reading her official function, with the screen scrolling at each flip. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked, giving up. 
 
    “I’m a kitchen staff supervisor,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “That supposed to mean anything to me?” 
 
    “Again, you’ll have to forgive all these names and titles. They’re from our old organization charts.” 
 
    “When did you guys split?” he asked, only mildly interested. 
 
    “No one is really sure. About 6,000 years ago, give or take.” 
 
    “Figures. That’s what I’m always saying. The Colmarian Confederation is a mess. Total mess. What do you want? I don’t have any radon.” 
 
    “Hah. No, you don’t. But that’s not really my area. But if I could back up a moment, how familiar are you with the Colmarian Confederation?” she asked. 
 
    “Is that some sort of joke? I know it about as well as anyone alive,” he said. 
 
    “Good. So you know we have the largest military the galaxy has ever seen. Truly stupendous in size. No other empire comes close.” 
 
    “You with the military, then?” 
 
    “Don’t I wish? However, if you sort militaries per capita, by population, we are dead last in the major empires. If you sort by territory owned, we are something like 99% weaker than our next closest enemy. And if you sort by firepower, mega solarplexes, which is a unit of measurement, we’re even worse off.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. We’re pathetic,” he said. 
 
    “We have, as of some hours ago when I checked, 347 full-blown civil wars across our empire. And by that I mean kill-until-there’s-only-one-side-left civil wars. We are, officially, at war with 27 other empires right now. We are unofficially at war with pretty much everyone,” she said. 
 
    “It’s crap as far as you can see. I know. So what?” 
 
    “The Colmarian Confederation has fought more battles than can possibly be counted. And one thing is pretty clear: we’ve lost every major war we’ve ever been involved in. The only reason we haven’t been conquered is because: who wants to own us? They’d have all our problems in addition to their own.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t have to be that way. Have you seen the platform I’m pushing?” he asked, looking around for some of his campaign literature. 
 
    “I have, thank you. It was clear very long ago that for an empire as enormous, diverse, and dysfunctional as ours to survive, we would need to rely heavily on alternative strategies. Which is where I come in.” 
 
    “As the supervisor of kitchens?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “It’s an unfortunate job title, but you can think of me as more belonging to the intelligence services,” she said. 
 
    “You mean like spies and stuff?” 
 
    “No, that’s another group. Or probably a thousand other groups. Who can be sure? I’m more involved with what happens inside our borders. But before I go on, I want to see if you understand why we need an intelligence arm. On account of our horrendous record in dealing with conflict—as any of the current ones prove.” 
 
    “I mean, I guess. Every empire has spies, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. But I’m here because your political activities have the potential to upset an already fragile empire. The Colmarian Confederation is just about held together with spit and glue and you’re swinging around a very large hammer,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” he said proudly. “That’s what we need. Spit and glue can’t save this empire. We gotta smash it up. It’s going to hurt, but not after it’s done.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m afraid you can’t do that,” she began. “You aren’t the first person with a hammer in the Colmarian Confederation. And adding another five civil wars isn’t what we need.” 
 
    “So you’re here to try and bribe me?” he asked, finally understanding. 
 
    “Oh, wouldn’t that be nice? Just hand you a sack of cash and be on my way. No, I’m afraid my department doesn’t do that. I’ll have to fight with all my strength to get reimbursed for my travel expenses. And I know I made a dumb mistake buying two drinks at lunch. That will get flagged for sure,” Lizo-Wang said, mostly to herself. 
 
    “Who are you trying to kid? The Colmarian Confederation is stinking rich. It doesn’t spend it right. It’s misuse on top of abuse. Which is why this empire is falling apart. But don’t try and say the government doesn’t have money,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, there are other departments that have resources. Planets full of cash. Literally. Recently, we had a contract with a planetary government to store scandordium—which is an extremely rare metal—on their surface. We deposited so much that it cracked the mantle. Cities were buried under septillions of credits’ worth of ore. Not that it really matters how you die. If it was lead or carbon they’d be just as dead,” she said. “But I don’t work in one of those wealthy departments.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand who you are or what you want,” he said. 
 
    “Again, I am kind of with the intelligence areas. More or less.” 
 
    “So then, more or less, what are you trying to get me to do and what are you offering?” 
 
    “There’s no nice way of saying this: I’m here to kill you,” Lizo-Wang stated somberly. 
 
    “Really?” the important regional diplomat asked, standing. He was four times the size of the woman, his desk was equipped with two guns and a minor repulsion field. He had an escape pod by the window and the walls were reinforced. A tactical squad was on standby just down the hall and he pressed a button to alert them. “So why are you blabbing to me about all this stuff on the Colmarian Confederation?” 
 
    “Because everything I do is classified. I never get to talk about my work. But it’s important to me that you understand the need for what we’re doing,” she said. 
 
    “Understand what? I’m not about to let you kill me,” he began. 
 
    Then he fell to the ground dead. He had been poisoned by her business card some time ago. 
 
    Lizo-Wang walked to the door and opened it. Outside, all the important people in the important office were also dead. They had been killed by Lizo-Wang’s department personnel. The tactical squad had been eliminated hours ago.  
 
    “Any difficulties?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “We’re still clearing up the 46th floor but other than that, the building is secure,” an armed soldier replied. 
 
    “They’re only here on the 12th floor. Why is anyone way up on the 46th?” she asked.  
 
    In a mix-up, everyone in the entire building had been killed as well—the word “secure” having slightly different interpretations to different people. 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang?” a woman asked. 
 
    “Yes?” Lizo-Wang replied. 
 
    A diminutive woman approached. She was about the size of Lizo-Wang and appeared about the age of Lizo-Wang and if her skin wasn’t green and scaly and her eyes slightly luminescent, they might have been confused as sisters. 
 
    “I’m Kitchen Cabinet Deodorizer Macara,” the woman said, showing her card and transmitting her tele credentials. 
 
    “What brings you here?” Lizo-Wang asked.  
 
    “Before I can answer, I need to do a Full Verification,” Macara stated. 
 
    “Now? Here?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    It was not easy to truly be sure of someone’s identity in technologically advanced societies. Passwords could be stolen. Memories falsified. DNA could be borrowed or replicated. The Colmarian Confederation had devised numerous methods to ensure you were talking to whom you thought you were talking to. 
 
    A Full Verification took about six hours of uninterrupted interrogation and biological scans. Each party was questioned, re-questioned, and so many different samples of your body were removed and analyzed that participants were advised not to go swimming lest they fill up with water and sink. 
 
    The two women had to be segregated and isolated and protected by the department. When it was over, they were both exhausted, hungry, and nearly a pound lighter. But they were sure each was who they said they were. 
 
    “I’m actually not who I said I am,” Macara stated. 
 
    “Great. You want to get some dinner?” Lizo-Wang asked wearily. 
 
    After Macara had been assured Lizo-Wang was really Lizo-Wang, she allowed the results of the Verification to show who she truly was. 
 
    “My real designation is deputy asphalt purchaser. My name is Macara. However, it’s spelled with two r’s, not one,” Macarra replied. 
 
    “I didn’t know there were any deputy asphalt purchasers left,” Lizo-Wang said, surprised. Macarra was a significantly higher rank than Lizo-Wang. 
 
    “There are ten of us in the empire. But four of us haven’t been seen or heard from in over 500 years. We have reason to suspect they were co-opted by the enemy, murdered, or they died of old age,” Macarra answered. 
 
    “Alright. So what’s this about? You couldn’t be here for this lot?” Lizo-Wang motioned behind them, where the important office was being demolished and redecorated as an unimportant office. 
 
    “No. I’m here to talk to you about the Quadrad,” Macarra stated. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was too tired to jump to her feet in annoyance, but she tapped her thigh with her little fist. 
 
    “The Quadrad? You made me pee on a stick for the Quadrad?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “So you’re familiar with them?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re a joke. A cultural folktale, nothing more,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “They are well-known in the empire,” Macarra said. 
 
    “So is dandruff. Early in my government career, I was tasked with investigating the Quadrad. To see if there was anything to them.” 
 
    “I found and read your report. It was decidedly lacking in detail,” Macarra replied. 
 
    “Because there’s nothing there. A backwards planet that doesn’t allow immigration or emigration unless you pass their silly exams. In consequence, they are culturally and technologically stagnant. So when one of their new recruits is ready to come and…Quadrad the big, bad Colmarian Confederation, they are woefully unprepared. Most die within a year—often from starvation. Or they become drug addicts. The smart ones secure menial work and scrape by like the rest of the empire,” Lizo-Wang replied. 
 
    “None become assassins?” Macarra asked. 
 
    “Sure, some do. And some become bartenders. Some become homeless pickpockets. The same as every civilization in our empire. There are probably less Quadrad assassins than any other member species—other than the super religious ones. I found those either have a ton of assassins or none. But there simply aren’t that many Quadrad roaming around the empire. A hundred a year at the most. They are entirely insignificant,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Others think they are significant. It’s getting so that if anyone dies anywhere, people whisper it might have been the Quadrad,” Macarra said. 
 
    “That’s because of stupid writers,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Tele programs. Plays. Dramas. Books. They need bad guys. It’s romantic to think there is some forbidden planet where they train women to be elite killers and spies. I’ve watched some of those programs myself. But there’s nothing actually to it,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “You and I don’t deal with actuals. We deal with ideas that are becoming dangerous. Do you know how many gangs and terrorist organizations have affiliated themselves with the Quadrad?” Macarra asked. 
 
    “They’re doing that on their own. A terrorist group could call themselves the ‘Dust Mites of Doom’ and it would be just as relevant as sticking something about the Quadrad in their organization’s name.” 
 
    “Dust mites don’t inspire people. We’re not fighting counterinsurgencies against dust mites. It’s even more troublesome that the Quadrad are so ineffective and rare—because people can then assign any attributes they want. The lack of any real proof of their abilities is taken as a sign that they are so good we can’t uncover them,” Macarra explained. 
 
    “But they’re not. They’re so bad there’s nothing to uncover.” Lizo-Wang was growing exasperated. 
 
    “That may be true, but you have an assignment: you are to capture and uncover Quadrad in the field and put them on trial. We will highlight their failures and push public opinion against them,” Macarra said. 
 
    “That will take forever! It would be easier to hire some production companies to simply make shows about how pathetic the Quadrad are. Or even hire actors to put on trial. Or a thousand trials. Actors are a lot easier to locate and they aren’t expensive at all.” 
 
    “No. It has to be true. We’re going to get their parents. Get their friends. Get their teachers. Collapse this whole foolish mess before it gets out of hand. There can’t be any doubt or any holes, or it could be taken as yet more proof the Quadrad have outmaneuvered us,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Deputy Asphalt Purchaser Macarra, this is a mistake. I’m a team player and I want to help, but the Quadrad are simply not worth the effort. I could be trying to do this for the remainder of my career. I ask you to please reconsider,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “This order isn’t coming from me. I am merely the messenger,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Can I ask who created the assignment? Can I speak to them?” 
 
    Macarra stood up a bit straighter. 
 
    “This task is from the senior toilet paper refurbisher,” Macarra stated somberly. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was shocked. 
 
    “I…I’m amazed the senior toilet paper refurbisher even knows my department exists,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “I’m sure he doesn’t. He probably doesn’t even know what branch of government we are in. But he contacted someone, who contacted someone, and on and on, until someone contacted me, and I’m contacting you. You have an exceptional track record, the right mentality and methods, and you know what the Quadrad really are. You will have access to the senior toilet paper refurbisher’s cost center, you’ll be approved for six promotions, and early retirement for you and one person you designate—so long as they are not left-handed or hemophiliacs. I’m not sure why on that last part, but it’s in the work order. I have the forms here,” Macarra said, accessing her tele. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was again stunned as she flipped through the first few thousand pages of the offer letter. 
 
    “If I may inquire, what branch of government are we in?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I believe we’re still in Dental Hygiene, Electromagnetic Devices, and Romantic Freedom,” Macarra said. 
 
    “That’s a branch of government?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Yes. But it changes. Any other questions?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I had two drinks at lunch yesterday. You think I’ll be able to get that expense report reimbursed? I spent a lot of my own money on space travel to get here and I don’t want to lose it all because of one lunch mistake,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Why did you have two drinks?” Macarra asked. 
 
    “I was thirsty.” 
 
    “In my experience, that money is gone. In fact, they might come back to you for additional payment. Such errors can prove financially ruinous. I suggest you change home addresses while they’re sorting it,” Macarra warned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    The City of Abarone-on-Shankir 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure had been in space for almost three months. 
 
    Space fatigue was a real issue on most ships. Significant steps had to be taken to keep a crew sharp, content, and ensure they didn’t succumb to various mental ailments associated with sticking a species that didn’t evolve in space, into space. 
 
    But Garm’s ship was a cruise liner. It had so many fun things to do the crew’s main problem was that there was no designated activities director who organized them. 
 
    Zum and Garm evaluated the finances over and over to try and find out what they needed to do going forward. Garm really wanted to hire a ship doctor, but it was out of the question. A doctor was an expensive luxury they couldn’t possibly afford.  
 
    And Zum pointed out the position was hardly necessary. The Summer Dream Adventure had vast automated medical facilities across two entire hospitals and numerous emergency aid centers. 
 
    Most medical issues could easily be handled by machines. The ship’s crew and passengers were regularly scanned and their health attributes updated—a checkup. Then the computers would cross-reference with the species file and that person’s past condition. You didn’t want the machines to freak out about a person only having one kidney if they were like that when they came on board. 
 
    The most difficult part was having a comprehensive medical database on each species. And there were 50,000 distinct species in the Colmarian Confederation. Each species file was costly because they were so large and varied. It was not easy keeping track of what a species looked like, biologically, when it had a cold versus what it looked like when it had a crippling disease—and the procedures to initiate for each case. But the Summer Dream Adventure already possessed a huge collection of records due to its original mission as a luxury liner, though the databases were several decades old at this point.  
 
    The crew, particularly Saladon, was able to nudge the medical devices in the proper directions. Though she of course resented being utilized as a mere physician.  
 
    However, Garm’s main concern was that none of the ship’s robust health systems could handle the kind of injuries they were likely to face. They could resist all types of food poisoning and allergies, but a gunshot wound was not something a cruise ship was programmed to deal with. 
 
    Lack of a doctor was a concern, but not a major one. Ongoing cash flow was the real issue. 
 
    Garm felt that Quadrad training made many miscalculations in their curriculum. One of the most egregious was the fact they almost never mentioned the Colmarian Confederation by name. It was implied, but the Quadrad had such a dislike for the empire they were a member of that they didn’t speak of it. So Quadrad learned generalized skills that could be applied anywhere. 
 
    But that was absolute nonsense. Nearly every other empire in the galaxy was a racist mono-species collective. No Quadrad was going to be able to be an assassin or grifter or con artist in an empire where they were instantly recognizable and considered enemies at best and food at worst.  
 
    Garm would not be able to get past the Rettosian borders and if she did, she would be hunted every moment thereafter. The insectoid Qwintine would not be fooled by any disguises Garm could accomplish. And Garm trying to do…anything in the Gandrine empire, with billions of Klorrs stomping around, was ludicrous. 
 
    The Colmarian Confederation was the only empire that mattered unless you had a death wish and couldn’t be bothered with poisoning yourself. 
 
    The more Garm studied the Colmarian empire, the more she appreciated it. Everyone else saw it as backwards and bloated and chaotic—and it was. The crew had just witnessed the Colmarian Navy obliterate a planet and its entire population and no one within a thousand light years would be able to explain why.  
 
    But nearly all of the Colmarian Confederation’s problems were in consequence of its size. It was so large it was beyond any mortal organizational methods.  
 
    Even if all the citizens of the empire were not biological entities but were instead supercomputers connected by a perfect, resistance-free network, it would still take 170,000 years to send a signal from one end to the other. And to send a one-character electronic message to every computer citizen would require more energy than the output of a thousand medium stars. So, of course there were going to be problems. 
 
    The fact the empire existed at all was absolutely amazing. The Colmarian Confederation took in nearly every species who had any interest, and many that did not. Colmarian was the galactic language, seeing as how the overwhelming majority of sentient life in the galaxy understood it. The empire allowed 50,000 species to comingle, cooperate, cohabitate, and have weird, alien sex with one another and it was working fine—all things considered. Being the enormous melting pot that it was, it was the least racist, most understanding, and most dynamic of all the empires. 
 
    For instance, the Colmarian language was fairly loose and relied upon context, because not every species was able to produce the same sounds and intonations and body language. You couldn’t funnel your lips if you didn’t have lips. 
 
    And there was so much cross-pollination that it was often impossible to tell what the original dominant species of a particular planet was, because they were no longer in the majority. 
 
    But the greatest attribute of the Colmarian Confederation, in Garm’s view, was that the empire was a source of infinite money. 
 
    The empire was so enormous it couldn’t keep track of how many solar systems it possessed. It couldn’t even make a rough estimate. The margin of error on calculating the size of the Colmarian Confederation was greater than the size of some competing empires. You could steal a hundred planets from Colmarian territory and they would never notice. It would be a minor accounting error. 
 
    So Garm felt the Quadrad did a major disservice to its people by neglecting to speak about the only empire they could ever hope to work in. Learning how the Colmarian Confederation operated was far more important than any skill Garm was taught and she was starting from scratch while she was deep inside of it. 
 
    But Garm was a fast learner and she was tireless when it came to money. 
 
      
 
    A problem with the Colmarian Confederation was it had so many laws that everything—absolutely any act, deed, thought, or property—was simultaneously legal and illegal. Lawyers had to specialize in one area, one field, one region, and just about one page of one lawbook. 
 
    No one could possibly know all the rules and regulations that were spread across the Colmarian Confederation. No one was even sure, at any given moment, how many official parliaments there were that created the laws. 
 
    So it was more or less up to each individual administrator to use the best or most appropriate set of laws they had available and they were familiar with. Two populated planets in the same solar system might have a completely different set of laws that bore no resemblance to one another—and they were both compiled from active, Colmarian Confederation statues. In frontier areas, the law could differ substantially from town to town. 
 
    And within all this contradiction and overlap, you could steal a fortune—if you knew the right buttons to press. 
 
    The crew was currently being paid, but they had no real operating capital. It took money to make money. At least the kind of money Garm wanted to make. 
 
    So for months, Garm spent time trying to figure out the best ways to get startup funds that they could then leverage to bigger things. She relied on the knowledge and experience of her crew, who had been in the wider Colmarian Confederation for much longer than she had.  
 
    When Garm had a rough outline of what she wanted to do, she got Shellz to change course. After weeks of travelling, they finally arrived at their destination. 
 
    Not every dock or spaceport could handle the Summer Dream Adventure because of its size. Garm had buyer’s remorse about half the time and the other half she was proud of the ship’s capabilities. 
 
    Zum could have said “I told you so,” as they struggled, but he wasn’t that kind of guy and he worked to make the ship as good as possible. 
 
    When they landed, Garm began laying out the plans to the assembled crew. 
 
    “We’re doing things a little differently this time,” she began. 
 
    “Good. Because that last thing sucked,” Tobe said. 
 
    “At least we got off the planet before it became a lifeless snowball,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Where are we?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “This is Shezto-4332. It’s a small mining planet,” Garm said. 
 
    “How could we land this blimp on a small habitation?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “Because this rock used to be hot stuff,” Zum replied. “Their port can handle mineral freighters.” 
 
    “And those things make the Summer Dream Adventure look like a sporty economy car by comparison,” Shellz said, using the intercom. 
 
    “And, so I take it, it’s no longer major anything?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “They used to mine thulium,” Garm began. 
 
    “Rare-earth lanithide,” Saladon said quickly, as if this was a quiz show. 
 
    “Did they run out?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “There’s no use for it,” Saladon said. “It was an integral component of early generation spaceship engines. But no one uses that design anymore because they’d absorb too much radiation over time and then you’d have to build thicker and thicker shields around your own engine to protect the crew.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Zum said. “Some of those old boats would be so heavy from all that ballast, they had twice the mass as when they first set out.” 
 
    “Do our engines do that?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “Our engines run on perfectly clean Shellz Juice,” the pilot said proudly. 
 
    “They aren’t clean,” Saladon replied. “The fuel source is clean—if you consider Shellz clean.” 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “They burn like any other engine, though,” Saladon added. 
 
    “Alright, we done talking about engineering?” Garm broke in. “We’re here to run some programs for the Colmarian Confederation. We get paid based on what we can do. We need funds.” 
 
    “How many people are around here?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “We reckon about 4,500 in the city next door to us,” Zum said. 
 
    “That’s hardly a city,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Yeah. What about the rest of the planet?” Tobe asked, wanting to meet lots of people and have sex with them. 
 
    “There’s only a few settlements on this continent, with a big desert between each one,” Zum said. 
 
    “This happens a lot in the Colmarian Confederation. Whole regions go through boom and bust cycles as technologies change or traffic changes or whatever. In a century, someone might find a great use for thulium and this planet will be crowded again,” Garm explained. 
 
    “We planning on staying for a century, Garm?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “No. We anticipate three months minimum, six maximum,” she replied. 
 
    “What specifically will I be doing?” Saladon asked, not interested in what anyone else did. 
 
    “We’ll break it down as we go. We’re still working out the specifics,” Garm dodged. “Zum also has some things to add.” 
 
    “Right. Listen up,” the old man began. “We’re changing crew pay. From now on, everyone is a shareholder.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “The more we make, the more you make,” Zum said. “I also rejiggered your sick time, vacation, and healthcare. Come see me to go over your updated retirement plans.” 
 
    Garm kept her expression static, but she did not especially approve of Zum’s changes. He had been pressuring her to do this for ages.  
 
    Garm had never been a manager. She understood psychology, but not in the context of long-term employees. That was not something the Quadrad taught or even acknowledged as a concept. Zum’s arguments on what would keep everyone happy and motivated were not things Garm could refute because she simply didn’t know. She was willing to give them a try, however. 
 
    The crew left the ship to go about some of their individual tasks. They had to look around for supplies, make contacts in the nearby town, and scout the area. And everyone needed a chance to exit the spaceship and get away from one another. 
 
    The port where the Summer Dream Adventure was docked was a simple design located about three miles outside of town. There were heavy-duty industrial roads leading up to twenty different berths, each of which could support some of the largest ships in the galaxy—as long as they could fly through an atmosphere. However, Garm’s ship was the only one here and much of the roads were covered with dust and thick vegetation, showing how rarely anyone landed.  
 
    The planet itself was hot, dry, and extremely dusty—at least this part of the continent was. Like all planets, it varied depending on where you were standing and the time of year as it circled its star.  
 
    This area had an arid climate that wasn’t quite hot and dry enough to be a true desert—but was close enough to anyone unfortunate enough to be stuck in it. The tallest vegetation were stumpy little trees that dotted the landscape and scraggly bushes and tumbleweed everywhere. The soil was a dark orange color and its omnipresent dust saturated the surface of every object that stood still for longer than a few seconds. It was so fine that it was hard to tell what color anything truly was, because there was a thin layer of orange on everything. 
 
    Garm walked with Zum off the Dream after most of the crew had already gone. 
 
    They were met by two figures who waited a respectable distance from the ship. One was an enormously fat man, not quite old, with lively features and mannerisms. He wore what Garm suspected were wealthy clothes in this region and for this planet. Kind of a baby blue ensemble, with layers, folds, and ruffles that seemed very unpractical given the temperature. Not only that, but the baby blue clothes had been dusted into baby orange. 
 
    The man with him was quite a bit taller and thinner. He stood a few paces behind the fat man and he was wrapped head-to-toe in protective clothing. He had on goggles and a respirator. What was most interesting was that he had a rifle slung on his back.  
 
    Garm knew the weapon immediately. Not the actual make and model of the gun, but what it was. It was a varmint rifle that had been outfitted with tactical gear like scopes, rails, laser pointer, range finder, grips, and even a sheathed bayonet. But it was still a varmint rifle underneath all those silly cosmetics. 
 
    A varmint was any animal that was fast, small, plentiful, and annoying enough to be a pest. The only way to kill a varmint, besides using the much more efficient methods of traps and poison, was to use a shotgun that threw out a lot of metal in a spray, or a rifle with a speedy projectile. The man was carrying a high-velocity gun that hurled a very small bullet. It was not a true combat weapon, despite him carrying and outfitting it like it was. 
 
    A cheap car-like vehicle waited a short distance away from the pair. 
 
    “Here come the dignitaries,” Zum said. 
 
    “Welcome to Abarone-on-Shankir,” the fat man said, extending his arms as if he was going to hug them, even though they were still thirty feet away.  
 
    “I guess that’s the name of the town?” Zum whispered. 
 
    Garm saw that as the fat man opened his arms, the dust flew off his coat and the blue underneath was visible. The dust of this area, despite it being everywhere, must not hold on to things. Garm stomped her foot to test this theory and all the orange that had blown onto her shoes and pant legs immediately dislodged. 
 
    “Saladon said it was okay to breathe this stuff, right?” Garm asked Zum. She was worried about microscopic dust and what that might do to them. 
 
    “She went into town with the others. If it wasn’t safe, she’d be sitting inside,” Zum answered. 
 
    “I am Nipo,” the fat man continued. “I am the section master of this city. I like to personally meet every one of the ships that docks here to see if I can be of assistance.” 
 
    “I’m Captain Garm,” Garm stated. 
 
    “Captain Garm. Captain Garm,” Nipo said, as if he was struggling to place the name. Like he knew every captain in the galaxy. “I’m afraid it was a little unclear what your prospective business was on Abarone-on-Shankir.” 
 
    “We’re not here because of this town,” Zum began, but Garm put her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We are still exploring our options. At the very least, we need to stretch our legs. Been in the deep for too many months,” Garm smiled. 
 
    “I see. It’s a shame you are not loaded with vacationers? That is a cruise ship?” Nipo asked. 
 
    “It was,” Garm said, offering no more. 
 
    “Very well. Just the standard conditions apply to Abarone-on-Shankir: no dumping, no radiation, no planting, no releasing of animals, no taking of animals, no Dredel Led, and no Keilvin Kamigans,” Nipo said. 
 
    “We agree and thank you,” Garm replied, though she still could not understand the Keilvin Kamigan hatred. 
 
    She saw his expression change and he backed up. The guard behind him took out his varmint rifle and stepped forward to protect the section master. Garm didn’t have to turn to know that Klorr had finally exited the ship. 
 
    “What in Thad Elon’s Whispering Knuckles is that?” Nipo asked. 
 
    “That is my ship’s bosun. He’s harmless,” Garm said. 
 
    The man with the gun didn’t take Garm’s word for it and kept his aim on Klorr. But despite his weapon being insufficient, Garm realized he handled it extremely well. He moved, aimed, and positioned himself like someone with significant military training. And not just training, but expertise.  
 
    Tenner had training, and his muscle memory and instincts could take over in times of crisis. But her first mate was not, nor would he ever be, an expert…at anything. The guard, on the other hand, was a professional. Garm counted sixteen different moves he executed in mere moments. Garm had underestimated him simply because he was on this planet and his gun was festooned with needless gadgets. Her dismissal of the guard could have been a fatal error on her part and she mentally chastised herself to never let it happen again. 
 
    “You better put away that squirt gun, fella,” Zum cautioned. “Klorr usually don’t mind being shot, but he don’t know you and I can’t make no promises if you go all trigger-happy.” 
 
    Nipo whispered to his guard and the man relaxed, but he kept his rifle handy. Klorr began to walk very slowly away from the ship. Each footfall from the brute caused a pillar of dust to fly up. Garm suspected that within five minutes, the normally gray-black Gandrine would be solid orange. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Nipo asked. 
 
    “He just walks places. He likes to stare at walls,” Garm said, trying to ease the tension. 
 
    “There are no walls out here,” Nipo replied, confused. 
 
    “He stares at the landscape. He’s harmless,” Garm repeated. 
 
    The two locals continued to watch Klorr suspiciously for some while. This region probably hadn’t even heard of the Gandrine empire, let alone ever seen one. The men finally realized Klorr was not especially interesting to watch, as he spent enormous amounts of time doing nothing. 
 
    “Very glad you could come, Captain Garm. If there is anything you require, or if you finish exploring your options and are willing to undertake some specific tasks, please visit me in Abarone-on-Shankir. I am in the Mining Center,” Nipo said. 
 
    “I will,” Garm replied graciously. 
 
    The two men went to the car and got in. Garm saw that even the vehicle had to do kind of a pre-shake to dislodge all the dust before it started its machinery. 
 
    They watched the car leave, flinging up a curtain of orange mist on either side as it went. Tough place to try and be concealed, Garm thought. 
 
    “They’ll try and extort us. I seen his type before,” Zum said. 
 
    “I know. But don’t give them any clues,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Clues about what?” 
 
    “You said we weren’t here because of the town and that the gun couldn’t hurt Klorr.” 
 
    “We ain’t and it couldn’t.” 
 
    “But don’t tell them that. Don’t tell anyone anything. Every bit of information is a tool we need to protect,” Garm said, speaking like a Quadrad instructor. 
 
    “Captain, I got no clue what you is articulating.” 
 
    “Forget it. Let’s go see this city. I think that Chief Whatever must get paid every time he mentions the name of the town,” Garm said. 
 
    “He enjoyed sayin it, alright.” 
 
    They continued towards the settlement when they saw a familiar figure walking back. 
 
    “That’s Tenner,” Garm said, recognizing his gait. 
 
    When they got closer, Zum yelled at the first mate. 
 
    “You been in town an hour and you’re already a damn mess. Or is that someone else’s blood again?” the old man asked. 
 
    “No, this is mine,” Tenner replied, in high spirits as always. 
 
    “What happened?” Garm asked suspiciously, scanning the area for trouble. 
 
    “It’s a mining town with no mining.” Tenner shrugged. 
 
    “Get to the hospital. We got it for a reason,” Zum ordered. 
 
    “I outrank you and I’m pretty sure the hospitals came with the ship,” Tenner replied. “I’m just going to lie down here a bit.” 
 
    Tenner all but collapsed. He had been beaten badly, though it didn’t look life-threatening. Zum turned to the captain, concerned. 
 
    “Of all the crew, it might be argued that Tenner has the most charm. If they done throwed him out in an hour, I reckon the rest of us won’t get better treatment,” Zum said. 
 
    “Tobe has the most charm,” Garm replied. “Tenner can run hot and cold. He makes at least as many enemies as friends. But I wonder if this wasn’t Nipo flexing his influence. Just in case we had doubts.” 
 
    “You think he ordered it? Attacking duly authorized ship’s crew as soon as they set foot on mud will get the authorities here,” Zum replied. 
 
    “He is the authorities. Him and his friend with the gun. Colmarian Navy couldn’t be bothered to stop here when even regular ships aren’t bothered to stop,” Garm argued. 
 
    “May be right. They’ll just blow up the whole planet a thousand years from now. Still bad way to do business,” Zum said. 
 
    “I’m guessing this is his business,” Garm countered. 
 
    “This sand is definitely not living up to the advertisements.” Tenner coughed on the ground. He had been covered so completely by the dust that he resembled a big carrot. 
 
    “I’ll drag this one back to the infirmary and make sure he uses it,” Zum said. “Get up. Hey! Get your rear in gear or I’ll change your sleeping quarters to a bunk bed underneath Klorr.” 
 
    Tenner staggered to his feet and Zum helped him back to the Summer Dream Adventure. 
 
    Garm continued on to the town. They had just touched down and already this was looking like another terrible business decision. 
 
      
 
    Part of what made Garm, Garm, was her intense and zealous preparation. If Garm went anywhere, on the way she would concoct excuses for why she was late, why she was early, why she was first to arrive, why she was last, and a dozen other possibilities. If she walked to a street corner, she planned what she would do if she encountered a blocked road, what she would do if a sniper began shooting at her, and what the best response would be if a truck full of live animals overturned. 
 
    All this constant pessimism paid off. Whenever Garm was confronted with any situation, no matter how offbeat or unlikely, she had already anticipated it in the past. Probably numerous times. So where someone else might be slowed by indecision, Garm had already planned what to do in case she saw a flaming mattress falling, complete with newlyweds, from ten stories above. 
 
    It was some miles’ walk to the town of Abarone-on-Shankir and Garm had anticipated every type of settlement it might be and was already moving on to the inhabitants, their clothes, and what response Garm should give when asked about her favorite religion. 
 
    But Abarone-on-Shankir actually surprised Garm. It was a medium-sized, totally modern city. There were many buildings of tall stature and tasteful construction.  
 
    Garm attempted to pick away at the city, annoyed that she didn’t anticipate it being such a metropolis. All the buildings and streets were irregularly spaced. So much so that the planning seemed haphazard. There could be a seven-lane road that turned into an alley after a few blocks. 
 
    As Garm entered and moved about, she realized the design and layout was to confound the ubiquitous dust. Instead of using machines or hosing everything down or sweeping, the city planners designed the entire city to flush the dust away. 
 
    They understood it was impossible to stop the dust from getting in and settling on things. Not even if the city was sealed under a dome would it be safe. The dust was simply too fine and light and it surrounded them for hundreds of miles in every direction.  
 
    Instead, all the buildings had clever slopes and sealed entrances to keep the dust outside and at the ground level. And once it was down, the small and large passageways, streets, and tunnels would fan out, sucking in the air, and narrow, creating significant wind force, and then deposit the dust outside the city.  
 
    Even as the seasons changed and wind changed, the city would push the dust one way or another. All it took was a modest wind or a few gusts to keep the city clean. Only when the wind completely died for weeks on end was the city in danger of being drowned in orange.  
 
    Garm guessed that the clever design was the sole reason the city was so pristine. It certainly wasn’t due to careful maintenance. She had been walking around for twenty minutes and had yet to see any signs of life. 
 
    She went around a corner and was met with eight attackers carrying weapons!  
 
    Fortunately for her, Garm had planned for this very scenario. The first attacker was down in a flash. She had the second one disarmed and flying through the air when she went through three rapid-fire realizations: “These are very poor fighters. These are very small fighters. These are children.” 
 
    “Greetings,” Garm said, with cheer. “I’m Captain Garm. What can I do for you young people?” 
 
    It happened so quickly that everyone was still in shock. The children were carrying a large collection of long, thin, metal poles that Garm had mistaken for weapons. 
 
    “Well?” Garm prompted. 
 
    “Oi, we clean your ship. Keep away snow,” a young girl said. 
 
    “Snow? Is that what you call this dust?” 
 
    “Snow bad for the space-n-ships. Three credit,” the girl added. 
 
    The other kids were picking themselves up. Garm hadn’t hurt them, but she had wounded their pride and scared the crap out of them. 
 
    “I don’t think those little poles will reach my ship. And I don’t see any brushes,” Garm said. 
 
    “Hoi. Ho,” the little girl shouted at her team. 
 
    They pulled out their poles and connected and connected and connected them. In about one minute, they had a makeshift scaffold that reached up five stories, and they had plenty of poles yet to assemble. The bottom poles were thicker and connected to a bellows that the kids operated. It blew air through the upper poles which could be directed like nozzles. 
 
    Garm admitted it was pretty ingenious and liked their enthusiasm. 
 
    “You said three credits?” Garm asked. 
 
    “For every-ist hundred feets,” the girl said. 
 
    “How about I give you three credits each if you do my whole ship?” Garm smiled. 
 
    There were eight of them, and they practically did backflips of joy. The Summer Dream Adventure would be impossible to reach completely, no matter how many poles they had. Garm wasn’t sure of its exact dimensions, but she suspected she was cheating the youths. Which was a good learning experience for them. 
 
    “Go to my ship and ask for Zum,” Garm said. 
 
    “Zoom?” she asked. 
 
    “Close enough. But I also want some information.” 
 
    “Three credits,” the girl said. 
 
    “I’ll pay you what it’s worth. Do you know a man named Section Master Nipo?” Garm asked. 
 
    The kids made various crude noises and gestures which was more than enough information. 
 
    “Fat Po-n-po,” the girl said, which caused an eruption of laughter from her crew. It must be some local reference or humor. 
 
    “Right. Does he work with the Navy? Colmarian Navy? Big ships? Shiny police?” Garm asked. 
 
    Blank looks all around at every word. Garm wanted to know if Nipo was connected. Or if this area was visited by authorities. None of those concepts seemed to register with the children. 
 
    Garm pressed a bit further, but she could tell the kids were eager for attention and for storytelling and trying to outdo one another. She couldn’t rely on what they said past that very first reaction, so she disregarded their answers. Garm paid them five credits and tele’d Zum that some kids were coming by to wash the windows. 
 
    She spotted an adult across the street walking into a building and hastened to follow. Garm had to pass through three sets of doors to officially be inside. At each passageway, the dust was filtered and pushed off and away, all of it done without requiring electricity.  
 
    The building was some sort of bar or restaurant or drug den. It was filled with people in various stages of intentional befuddlement.  
 
    Garm had never relished getting drunk. Willfully giving up control or blunting her mind and reflexes were things that made her particularly uncomfortable. She understood the appeal and she did not look down on those who partook, as long as they weren’t operating dangerous machinery around her. Besides, a drunk was an easy mark. 
 
    If the status report they got from space was correct, and this port had 4,500 citizens, it appeared a fair number of them were here and wasted. 
 
    Unless it was a truly connected city or spaceport, local populations tended to congregate around a few drugs of choice—and often only one. It was simply not possible or profitable to have a wide variety on a regular basis. This could be problematic for visiting species with diverse biology. If your liver didn’t care about alcohol because you didn’t have a liver and you grew up on a planet with ethanol oceans, then beer just wasn’t going to do it for you. So in addition to normal supplies, every competent ship captain had a few stockrooms of booze and drugs that the crew could be rewarded with. 
 
    A quick visual scan showed that most of the population in the bar were roughly the same physical dimensions and race. They were a squat, stocky breed, almost no one taller than Garm, though not much shorter. Those were characteristics she didn’t notice in the children she met earlier nor in Nipo and his armed guard. But the changes might take place after puberty and before becoming a section master. 
 
    Garm approached, trying to gather information on the city. 
 
    “Hello, I am new to Abarone-on-Shankir, could you give me a little help finding my way around?” Garm asked, smiling. 
 
    She got no response. She tried variations several more times but everyone was so hopelessly sedated they ignored the pestering Quadrad. 
 
    Garm looked around but couldn’t find how to procure whatever it was they were abusing. How did one go about getting drugged or drunk in here? There seemed to be row after row of stupefied patrons but no one selling anything. Maybe they came in like this? 
 
    She finally found someone at what looked like a tiny tollbooth. It was in front of a literal bridge inside the building. Looking down, she saw a deep chasm that produced a roaring wind. Garm suspected the ravine was not only due to the mining past of the town, but to facilitate, yet again, the never-ending dust removal. She felt suction tugging at her legs even standing two feet from the ledge. 
 
    “Watch yourself,” the toll man said. “You go down, you won’t come out easy.” 
 
    “What’s over there?” Garm asked, pointing across the bridge. 
 
    “You a Colmarian?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    Garm thought it was a fantastical question. Her crew notwithstanding, your average Colmarian Confederation citizen could travel for a dozen lifetimes and never get a negative response to asking “you a Colmarian?” It was such an odd question in an obscure mining town. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she replied. 
 
    “You a man or woman?” he asked. 
 
    This again struck Garm as a weird question. 
 
    “I am a woman,” she said. 
 
    “No women allowed over there. You can stay here. But that side is too rough for the likes of you,” he said. 
 
    Garm had not experienced much sexism in her life. It wasn’t just because Quadrad were all women, either. Many Colmarian species simply weren’t sexually dimorphic—there was little or no differences between sexes. Many species didn’t have genders at all. And many species had so many it was problematic keeping track. 
 
    So Garm was at a loss why she was deemed incapable of dealing with roughness from a person who had to inquire if she was among the 50,000 species that called themselves Colmarian and ask again if she was a woman of her particular branch. It seemed about the worst criteria possible for determining someone’s toughness. Like asking what her favorite color was. 
 
    “So what’s over there?” Garm pressed. 
 
    “It’s rough,” the toll operator repeated. 
 
    “Oh, you said woman. I thought you said something else. I’m a man, of course,” Garm said. 
 
    She thought about doing something uniquely manlike to prove this, but she could think of no traits or gestures that were shared equally amongst every male of every species in the galaxy. She stood up straighter and hoped that was proof, considering she was a few inches taller than the guard. 
 
    He looked at her skeptically. 
 
    “Why did you say you was a woman?”  
 
    “Didn’t hear you right. I was standing by that pit and I got snow in my ears,” she said, grinning, hoping to use vernacular she heard from the kids. 
 
    “Don’t bring it in here,” the man said seriously. “Shake it off outside.” 
 
    “I’m joking. I’m just tired. Let me pass.” 
 
    “Okay, but you better be a woman,” he said. 
 
    “You mean a man.” 
 
    “Uh…yeah! Yeah. I guess I’m tired, too,” he said. 
 
    He waved her by and Garm began to cross the bridge. It was not large, only about five feet wide and thirty feet to the other side. It had been constructed in a way that there was no draft from the chasm at all. In fact, once she was on it, her hearing increased immeasurably, because the noise was completely filtered out. Just another example of the skilled architecture on display in the town. Too bad no one ever saw it. 
 
    On the other side of the bridge, Garm had to pass through set after set of doors again and she got the sense she had entered a completely different building from underneath. 
 
    This building was indeed rougher. If the other side’s occupants had been taking some sort of downers or depressants, this group was all uppers. They were practically bouncing off the walls. 
 
    She couldn’t even count the number of fights that were going on. Full-blown, no-holding-back fights. The only restraint she saw was that no one was using weapons. There was nothing to use. No chairs, tables, bottles… They had either been destroyed long ago, or they were wise to conduct this activity in an area free of blunt objects.  
 
    Tenner must have been here. How her first mate managed to find this location, get beaten up, and return, all within an hour, was a testament to his truly amazing abilities at being a screw-up. 
 
    If these were the men of the town, they were not especially different in appearance from the women. A bit stockier, with broad noses, and marginally more hair about the face and head. Garm looked around for the least manic individual she could find. 
 
    “Greetings,” Garm began. 
 
    The man took a swing at her, accompanied by a blood-curdling scream. He didn’t even look at her before he began his attack. She easily sidestepped the punch. The man’s ferocity, and the fact he didn’t connect with anything solid, made him do a cartwheel and land on his butt six feet away. 
 
    This started two other fights that were completely unconnected. Someone moving irregularly nearby was all it took for five men to begin bludgeoning each other like they were mortal enemies. 
 
    Garm reasoned there was no point trying to hunt for information here. But she didn’t understand how this was even possible. These were just flesh-and-bone Colmarians. They might be sturdy miners, but if this went on every night, they’d all be dead after a month. This was either a very odd festival, or there was more going on here.  
 
    Garm searched for people who had finished fighting. 
 
    She found them. There was a steady stream of miners limping, dragging, and rolling down a corridor. They possessed broken bones and soft tissue damage of every imaginable sort.  
 
    Garm kept her mouth shut and ambled after them, impersonating an injured partier. It was probably unnecessary, because this group of losers was not especially inquisitive and certainly not talkative. 
 
    They wound through corridor after corridor, passing several bodies of men too tired or battered to go on. They weren’t dead, just taking a break. 
 
    They had to go through numerous other anti-dust doors until they finally reached their destination: a hospital. Though calling it that was excessive. It was a large room with eight medical pods.  
 
    The pods weren’t like the ones on the Summer Dream Adventure. The hospitals on her ship were friendly. Lots of soft colors and soft edges. Sanitary and bright. These were industrial devices that looked as if they could withstand Klorr punching them for a number of minutes before denting. 
 
    A group of attendants would help in a batch of fighters. They’d seal up the pod, click a few controls, and within a few minutes, the person was out, and completely healed! Not only that, he was sober. 
 
    She assumed the people working the controls were medical technicians. But after watching for some time, she realized they were all taking turns. You got healed, you took the place of the person who just helped you. This was all done with nary a word and with clockwork precision. Like they had been doing this for years. 
 
    When there was a brief lull, she entered a pod to confirm her suspicions: the pod didn’t recognize her. It wasn’t chauvinism that segregated the drug users and had the toll man trying to keep her out. The town’s medical pods could only handle a few species and only the male gender. So while the men battered each other senseless on this side, the women drugged themselves into a stupor on the other side. 
 
    She spoke to some of the men who had just been patched up. Though it was tough getting them to communicate. Being healed that quickly was not seamless. They were physically and mentally drained. But she found one man, younger than most, who was willing to speak at length. 
 
    “Where did you get those medical pods?” Garm asked. 
 
    “They were put in by the company that run the mines,” he said. 
 
    “They didn’t take them when they shut down operations?” 
 
    “Naw, too heavy and not worth it. They left all sorts of stuff.” 
 
    “Like what?” Garm asked, interested. 
 
    “Drills. Buildings. Trucks. Drills. They grabbed their people and never came back. That’s what my grandpappy told me,” he explained. 
 
    “How long ago was this?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. My grandpappy was told tale by his grandpappy. I suspect I’ll tell my grandkids.” 
 
    “So the pods are your hospitals?” 
 
    “Mining is dangerous. People get cut and crushed all the time.” 
 
    “Do you have any other medical services? Other pods?” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    “Can these pods cure illnesses? Like if you’re sick?” 
 
    “Nah. They just fix mining injuries,” he said. 
 
    “Does anyone mine in this town any longer?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah, all the time. That’s why we need repairing. We was just mining a bit ago,” he said. 
 
    “Wait. What do you mean by ‘mining’? Excavating in the ground for minerals? Like thulium.” 
 
    “Digging? We don’t do that no more. Not for a long time. No one buys those rocks,” he said. 
 
    “So mining is just…fighting?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s a good time with friends and neighbors. You take this,” he said. 
 
    He fished from his pocket several round balls, blue in color, about an inch in diameter. He held them out to Garm. 
 
    “What are those?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You take one. Put it up here,” he said, indicating it went in the nostrils.  
 
    “Where do you get them?” she asked. 
 
    “The pods make ’em. Many as you want.” 
 
    “Might I have one?” 
 
    “Sure. But your nose is mighty small,” he said, squinting at her face. 
 
    Garm looked at the man’s broad nostrils and wondered if they had stretched out after years and years, or even generations, of drug abuse. She took one of the balls and promptly put it in her coat and wiped her fingers, unsure if the drug could be absorbed through the skin and what it might do to her. 
 
    “Where does this town get its food?” she asked. 
 
    “Fish the ocean.” 
 
    Garm shook her head. There weren’t even rivers in this region. 
 
    “Where is the ocean?” she asked, wondering if this was more local jargon. 
 
    “Down. All connected,” the man said, indicating it was underneath them. “Not as much fish as before-days.” 
 
    Garm thanked the young man and got directions to reach the surface and return to her ship.  
 
    The Colmarian Confederation had only a few prohibitions on technology, but a very strict one was no robots. Building even simple robots was an instant death sentence. Automated computer applications were frowned upon as well. It was because the Dredel Led species of sentient robots had nearly overwhelmed the old empire tens of thousands of years ago by co-opting every advanced electronic system. So the empire had banned that technology even though no Dredel Led had been seen or heard from in millennia.  
 
    Which was why Shellz was a living pilot on the Dream and there were biological miners here risking their lives underneath the earth. A remote location like this would either quickly run out of miners or require the means to fix them up after routine accidents. Which must be how the medical pods came to be here. 
 
    But no one was mining any longer. So the local population, realizing they couldn’t be seriously hurt, started seriously hurting one another to pass the time. Maybe it had once been a spontaneous, after-work activity and now it was practically a formal, daily event. 
 
    Those medical pods were the kind of thing Garm wanted on her ship. It seemed like they could cure just about any terrible injuries. And they were faster than any medical devices she had ever heard of. Not only that, they had been in service for generations with little or no maintenance or downtime. She would have to get Saladon to check them out and see if they could get something similar on the Dream. Or even buy one of these. 
 
    Garm had learned a lot today. Not necessarily what she wanted to hear, but she was already planning what could be done with Abarone-on-Shankir to make some money. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    Searching for a Grain of Rice in a Blizzard 
 
    Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang sat in a dinner café listening to bad music and eating good food.  
 
    It had been three years, four months, and six days since she was given the task of tracking down and arresting law-breaking Quadrad. Her mission had thus far been a complete failure. 
 
    First of all, locating isolated members of a secret society at large in the Colmarian Confederation was nearly impossible. Unfettered and free movement of citizens were cornerstones of the empire. Anyone could travel anywhere, with only a handful of restrictions. 
 
    And once Quadrad were out in the galaxy, they didn’t exactly wear name tags. Further complicating matters was that their home planet only had the loosest of governments. At the pinnacle of their organization was the Quadrad itself, and they didn’t even acknowledge their own existence. If their own people didn’t keep track of them—or keep track of anything—it was extremely difficult for others to hunt down unknown quantities of unknown people. 
 
    That wasn’t to say Lizo-Wang had not found any Quadrad. The singer and sole musician in the café was a Quadrad. Lizo-Wang had been monitoring her for months. She seemed like an excellent candidate. 
 
    The café was a frequent hangout for local politicians and lawyers, City Hall being only five blocks away. And four blocks in the opposite direction was an area known for its prostitution and illegal weapon sales. It was the perfect locale for an enterprising Quadrad. 
 
    But the singer was merely a singer—and she wasn’t even a decent one. Her synthesizer and DJing skills were not terrible, but she had no vocal range or feel for the music. People came to this establishment because of the food and because it was within walking distance. 
 
    Lizo-Wang had even begun to doubt the singer was a Quadrad. But on three separate occasions, patrons had become inebriated and attempted to lay lascivious hands on the woman. They were dispatched with so little effort that if you had merely been listening to the off-key music and not watching the confrontation, you would not have detected a missed note or beat. 
 
    Lizo-Wang wanted to offer the woman a job. Use those ridiculous martial skills and beat up someone for pay. Then she could arrest the Quadrad, put her on trial, and be done with this horrible assignment. 
 
    But her supervisor, Deputy Asphalt Purchaser Macarra, had made it clear there could be no entrapment. No stings. No coercion. A Quadrad had to be caught and foiled in the act with no government interference beforehand. 
 
    Which was a futile undertaking. 
 
    To make matters worse, Lizo-Wang was short of funding. She was supposed to have access to the senior toilet paper refurbisher’s cost center, which would have given her nearly unlimited resources. But there had been a clerical error. 
 
    Her last expense report, which contained one dubious entry with two drinks at lunch, had been paid in full to Lizo-Wang’s account. But instead of two herbal teas, there had been a miscalculation and the accountants thought that the kitchen staff supervisor had ordered a salad and two seas for lunch. Seas, as in large bodies of water. 
 
    So she was reimbursed enough to buy two moderately sized seas on a moderate planet with moderate infrastructure. Lizo-Wang theoretically had enough money to retire in astounding, obscene luxury until she died from overeating gold-infused chocolates in her sky fortress. 
 
    But the kitchen staff supervisor was not an embezzler. She joined the government because she believed in it. She was good at it. And, despite this current assignment, she felt she was helping her fellow citizens continue to thrive in a hostile galaxy. 
 
    Because of the accounting error, Lizo-Wang had almost no government resources. If she tapped her two-seas funding, she could be charged with theft once it was corrected. But it could take a century for them to find the error, in spite of Lizo-Wang alerting them to it immediately and repeatedly. 
 
    So she had to rely on calling in favors from her significant number of friends, allies, and acquaintances in government and strong-arming local officials to accomplish her tasks. 
 
    In this time, with limited resources, Lizo-Wang had located eighteen other Quadrad in addition to her current target. 
 
    Ten of them were dead. The most common cause of death was automobile fatalities. The Quadrad home world was not technologically advanced. So its people were not well acquainted with the properties of a bustling city. Budding assassins would hop off their transports and promptly get run over by a bus. 
 
    Four of them were encountered in various stages of homelessness and infirmity. Lizo-Wang gave them money and food and pointed out nearby social services and career options. This charity wasn’t a part of her assignment, but she did it on her own free time. 
 
    Two were landscapers, which made it the most common occupation for Quadrad. Mowing grass. Trimming hedges. Planting and maintaining flowers. 
 
    One was a street performer. She did acrobatics and pantomimes and martial arts displays in exchange for change from passersby.  
 
    And the final one was confined to a sanitarium. This had been an intriguing case for Lizo-Wang. What better cover could there be for a criminal mastermind than to be locked up as a lunatic? But after a month of thorough record examinations, expert testimony, and evaluation by the kitchen staff supervisor herself, everything pointed to the conclusion that the Quadrad most certainly believed she was a space lobster. 
 
    Lizo-Wang found herself doing what the entire rest of the galaxy was doing: she squinted and pondered and guessed that these women were expert Quadrad under deep cover. Such as wondering if this singer was really an assassin and political fixer.  
 
    Because Lizo-Wang wanted to believe that. She wanted these highly trained combatants to actually be what they pretended to be and not the ridiculously incompetent goofs they really were. Not only would it make her task feel less useless, but her thinking was an example of dogged, undeserved, Colmarian optimism. The same optimism that kept the empire together despite compelling, logical forces trying to fling it apart in every direction. 
 
    However, this Quadrad in front of her was simply a mediocre musician. Lizo-Wang might hope the woman was a covert manipulator pulling the strings of government, but she was not. The musician was the equivalent of lower-middle class. She could afford a decent apartment, she had a used car, ate out at restaurants, and even took a vacation two weeks ago. All that meant she was the most successful Quadrad Lizo-Wang had yet encountered. 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor felt this assignment might be the end of her. It was a hopeless exercise without purpose or chance of completion. 
 
    She was reminded of a friend she knew ages ago in college. The man had been a botanist who got an intern position with the Colmarian government. It was a two-month gig to record the sounds of a particular rain forest. Just walk around with an audio recorder for a while and try not to cough or laugh or otherwise pollute the recording. Everyone was so jealous, as it was the easiest thing to do and paid comparatively well—as internships go.  
 
    The only problem was, they couldn’t find the planet on which that particular rain forest was situated. They had lost it. Misplaced it. Miscategorized it. Something. 
 
    That two-month job became a thirty-five-year endeavor. And when her friend finally located the planet, located the region, and located the forest, he found it had been paved over a decade earlier. And he committed suicide. 
 
    Lizo-Wang felt she was in a similar situation of trying to record the sounds of a forest that couldn’t be located because it didn’t exist. 
 
    She paid her bill at the café, making absolutely sure her receipt was correct and did not include anything out of the ordinary—she had given up drinking herbal tea completely. She left and headed to her apartment on the other side of town. 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor watched a nature tele program on carnivorous birds and had half a glass of wine. Before going to bed, she attempted to crack the Quadrad passwords. It was a mundane, repetitive task that she had done so often that it helped clear her head so she could go to sleep. 
 
    To coordinate with their field operatives, the Quadrad had their own communication system. Lizo-Wang had sent it to some of her colleagues who were cryptographic experts in the Department of Two-Dimensional Monochromatic Images and Nose Hair Ablation. Their processes were capable of cracking a 485-character password, using every known alphabet in the galaxy, including fictional ones, in less than one second. 
 
    But the Quadrad system was suspected of having over 300 consecutive passwords and every attempt or failure or connection was followed by a lengthy pause—or sometimes an obscure error. To break the passwords, her friend estimated, would take his department slightly longer than the current age of their galaxy, which was around 16 billion years old. He did suggest that they might get lucky, however. 
 
    For a scientific cryptologist to use the word “lucky” was a bad sign. Their department’s unofficial motto was: 
 
      
 
    L(θ)=P(X1=x1,X2=x2,…,Xn=xn)=f(x1;θ)⋅f(x2;θ)⋯f(xn;θ)=n∏i=1f(xi;θ) 
 
      
 
    Which they said in full every time. Lizo-Wang wasn’t sure what it meant, but she was pretty certain “luck” was not a prime consideration. Their official motto, however, was “Watch and Breathe Easy.” 
 
    Her cryptologist friends were mightily impressed with the security of the Quadrad. Such a robust system was unbreakable by the best Colmarian technologists. And Lizo-Wang had inadvertently further spread the myth of Quadrad proficiency. In her heart she wanted to agree with them, but she knew what was really going on. 
 
    There was probably a single computer on Quadrad that handled the requests and communication. It was developed using archaic technology and therefore modern methods were incapable of dealing with it because they were complete overkill.  
 
    You couldn’t use a digital pulse phase scrambler, which could open nearly any electronic door, to pry open a metal tumbler lock that required a physical key. But that didn’t mean a rusty tumbler lock was more advanced than the scrambler, it meant you had to find whatever Stone Age tools were appropriate for that particular device. Like a big stone to smash it open. 
 
    Her people had intercepted a single Quadrad transmission from the field. Not the contents, location, nor anything of value. All they had was the time it began and ended. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was on her fifth attempt to crack the passwords and yawned deeply. If nothing else, the Quadrad helped her sleep. She looked at the timestamps of the intercepted transmission with bleary eyes. As if she could find hidden meaning between the spaces in a string of numbers when it hadn’t been of use to actual data specialists. 
 
    It was a fairly quick transmission. 23 seconds, 215 milliseconds, 803 microseconds, 431 nanoseconds, and 323 picoseconds in length. Though she was told that everything smaller than, and including, seconds, was subject to noise and should be ignored. Warm electrical cables, local storms, spaceship interference, stellar activity, and maybe space lobsters could all move those values by orders of magnitude. Electronic communication across the galaxy was capable of greatly exceeding the speed of light because of Portals, but it was still not an exact or perfect science. 
 
    Lizo-Wang blinked a few times and wondered if she was, yet again, giving too much credit to the Quadrad. She erased her password attempt, which had been the name of a known Quadrad administrator from years past. And attempted a blank password. No password at all. 
 
    She was prompted to enter the second password. Her jaw dropped and she sat up straight. Could it really be that simple?  
 
    She sent a blank password again and was prompted to enter the third password. 
 
    Each step of the way, Lizo-Wang paused and questioned herself. Was this a trick? Were they trying to eat away the time of interlopers? Blank and non-blank passwords interspersed? 
 
    No. Don’t overthink it. They are Quadrad. 
 
    She kept sending blank after blank after blank passwords, getting deeper and deeper into that clunky little computer sitting in some forgotten room on that ridiculous planet. After 357 passwords, she was in! 
 
    But her excitement was short-lived. Reading through the scant messages, the Quadrad were even worse than she feared. The messages were brief and encoded—but not encrypted. However, one thing was clear: they were terrific failures. Every mission, every attempt either met with defeat or elicited no response—probably because the applicant had been run over by a car. 
 
    It was a depressing read. Not only because Lizo-Wang would never be able to apprehend any of them before they self-destructed, but because the young women were actually attempting to be Quadrad. Those poor fools believed they were capable of usurping, or even navigating, complex, advanced societies that they clearly didn’t comprehend. 
 
    This electronic list essentially proved that graduating as a Quadrad was tantamount to facing a firing squad. One that the applicants joyfully blindfolded themselves for. 
 
    But as she scanned, she noticed a few successes. Here and there were glimmers of competence on this tally of doom. The file had very little in the way of details she could decipher. It wasn’t a how-to guide or serialized drama. It was more or less a top-level status report. 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor noticed three successes in the same number of years that all contained the same codeword: Garm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    Meeting and Greeting 
 
    Garm was with Lieutenant Tobe. The shapeshifter had taken on the species of the townspeople. Whether male or female, Garm wasn’t sure because the genders were so similar. Tobe was at the moment busy acquainting herself with her new form. Examining her hands, squatting, moving around, and otherwise trying to familiarize herself with a brand-new physical body. 
 
    “I need you to make contact with the mayor of this town,” Garm began. “His name is Nipo.” 
 
    “I’ve already had sex with him,” Tobe said, squinting at her thick fingernails. 
 
    “What? When? We just got here.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not long after we landed. He came out in his car. I guess to talk to you guys. I saw him driving back,” Tobe explained. 
 
    “That was like thirty minutes after we set down on this planet,” Garm said, shocked. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Well…I mean, did you learn anything?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “About his operation. About the city. About anything. Could you blackmail Nipo over his infidelity?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t think this society works like that. Everyone is on drugs all the time. Not sure when they even find time to procreate,” Tobe explained. 
 
    “What about Nipo’s guard? Did you have sex with him too?” 
 
    “No, someone had to drive.” 
 
    “You had sex driving back in a moving car? With the guard there?” 
 
    “It was pretty fast. But the guard isn’t a man,” Tobe replied. 
 
    “What do you mean he’s not a man?” 
 
    “You said ‘he.’”  
 
    “Didn’t look like a woman. But I guess she was all covered up.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was a woman. Just not a man like Nipo,” Tobe explained. 
 
    “Because he didn’t have sex with you? I’m not asking about your appraisal of his libido! I’m asking what gender he is.” 
 
    “And I’m trying to tell you. I can smell hormones. It’s how I change forms. And whatever that guard is, he’s not the same as Nipo.” 
 
    “Well, what is he?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t have a database of every possible species and gender in my head. I don’t even know what I’m changing into when I’m changing. I just know he wasn’t the same as Nipo,” Tobe said. 
 
    “So how does it work? You sniff and become the same thing as what you smell?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No, I respond to their sex hormones—if any. I can become a form capable of procreating with what I smell. Though I can’t impregnate or become pregnant because of my mutation.” 
 
    “Thankfully. Or we’d have a thousand kids running around this ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “And I can further switch around as I become more familiar with the species. I’m pretty sure I’ve smelled the species of the guard before. It’s nothing crazy like Shellz or Klorr.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Garm said. 
 
    “But I don’t know the names of species because I’m not changing based on words. I’m changing based on biology,” Tobe said. 
 
    “So you couldn’t have sex with the guard?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I could have changed to a form that would fit the guard, but I asked, and he or she wasn’t receptive. So I didn’t bother,” Tobe explained. 
 
    “What else did you find out?” 
 
    “Most of this town is pretty boring. Like I said, they’re always high,” Tobe replied. 
 
    “So it’s boring because you couldn’t find anyone to sleep with?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I slept with about ten people. But it wasn’t easy finding them.” 
 
    “Ten. And you say it wasn’t easy? Tobe, is your goal to have sex with everyone in the galaxy?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That’s absurd. You should loosen up a bit, boss. Take a break from all your scheming for a minute and share a physical connection with someone,” Tobe began. “But yes, ultimately, I’d like to sleep with everyone in the galaxy at least once.” 
 
      
 
    Garm escorted Saladon to visit the medical pods. She could have gotten Tenner to escort the scientist. It wasn’t a risk having her first mate be near a never-ending drug dispenser with never-ending fistfights nearby if he was focused on an assignment. But Garm had him working another mission. 
 
    Saladon needed plenty of protection. Not only was she squeamish and prissy, but she was so arrogant and obnoxious that the miners were keen on knocking her head off whenever she spoke. 
 
    But she examined the equipment and even took samples of the local population. Garm was trying to determine if the medical pods were something they could have installed in the Summer Dream Adventure. 
 
    Back in Saladon’s lab on the ship, Garm waited for the results. 
 
    “No, those medical booths would not be of value here. And it is debatable that they are of any use on this pathetic planet,” Saladon declared. 
 
    “You saw them patch together broken bones and whole sheets of lacerated skin in a minute. How can you say they aren’t useful?” Garm asked. 
 
    “First off, it is the peculiar cellular metabolism of those brutes that makes it possible. The machines just add fuel to their own morphogenesis, which is quite robust. But it’s killing them,” Saladon said. 
 
    “It seems to me those medical pods are the only thing keeping them alive.” 
 
    “It may appear that way to your limited understanding,” Saladon began, but quickly continued on catching Garm’s arched eyebrow. “They can only regenerate so much and then their cells break down or mutate.” 
 
    “You mean like cancer?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That’s a simplistic label, but I would suspect that cancer would be rampant—if they live that long.” 
 
    “Can’t the machines cure cancer?” 
 
    “No. They would even go so far as to cure the cure of any cancers. Meaning, they would replace tumors that had been removed,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Wow. How come they haven’t noticed this?” 
 
    “Because they’re much like every other Colmarian in that they are idiots. If I had to estimate, frequent use of those medical machines lowers their life expectancy by 50 to 75%. I took samples from six individuals and they all exhibit acute cellular degeneration.” 
 
    “But the pods have been here for generations. Why haven’t they wiped themselves out if that’s the case?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I suspect they weren’t clubbing each other over the head every night and using the machines as soon as they were conscious. These kinds of creatures need direct supervision at all times. The company that operated the mines likely didn’t allow the mongrels to abuse the machines. Once the company left, however, the creatures used the tools in ways they were never intended. With the consequences being that they have practically made themselves extinct. But to answer your inquiry: no, those machines would be of no value on this ship. Only Tobe could make use of them and that is only if she transmogrified herself into a male of that odious species.” 
 
    “Is there anything we could do to help them?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Help them do what?” Saladon asked, thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Like, biologically. You said they’re all getting cancer or whatever.” 
 
    “Halting their use of the machines and their drug abuse would be of great ‘help’ to them. But seeing how they attempt to dismember their friends and neighbors on a nightly basis, I can’t imagine what they would do to someone who tampered with those machines,” Saladon cautioned. 
 
      
 
    Zum met with Garm later that evening while he was making everyone’s supper. He had on his apron and was moving between two ovens, five burners, mixers, and pantries. The kitchen they were in could accommodate thirty chefs at one time, with room to spare. Like most areas on the Summer Dream Adventure, it was so empty it echoed. 
 
    “So is anything salvageable from the old mining operations?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I didn’t get a complete reckoning. Those caves go on forever beneath the ground and I didn’t want to get lost or get kilt wandering places I shouldn’t be,” he said, sampling a bit of seasoning that would go into Tenner’s dinner. Like everything in the first mate’s life, he enjoyed incredibly spicy dishes. 
 
    “Okay, but did you get a broad idea of what equipment is around here? Is it worth looking into salvaging it?” 
 
    “Some of the camps must be under a quarter mile of this blasted sand, but there are protected ravines and mine heads. Whatever that company was, they left in a hurry. And this whole area is full of gear.” 
 
    “Mining gear? That stuff is generations old at this point. Would anyone be interested in buying it?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Mining ain’t bleeding-edge technology. I did a quick search on serial numbers. One of those excavators they got sitting there is worth thirty-five, even in bad shape.” 
 
    “Thirty-five thousand isn’t all that much to get excited about. Our government programs can bring in a lot more if we play them right,” Garm said. 
 
    “Thirty-five million,” Zum clarified, looking at her. He then hurried to an oven to turn around a pan. 
 
    “What? Why would a company leave that here?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Because, Captain, it’s huge. Mining equipment is like spaceship equipment: there ain’t no small parts. Some of it was even put together inside the mines and you can’t get ’em out in one piece. But there’s plenty. There’s even mineral ore that’s lying around.” 
 
    “I thought it wasn’t profitable.” 
 
    “It ain’t profitable to mine. But it’s already done mined. We just got to pick it up,” he said, mixing a sauce in a blender. 
 
    “Can the ship carry all that heavy equipment?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We got room. That ain’t what I see as the problem. We got to get it here.” 
 
    “You think the townspeople will stop us?” Garm asked. “I don’t see how it’s theirs.” 
 
    “Not sure. But it would be a bad thing to figure out when we’re halfway. We can’t fight off no city.” 
 
    “No. Especially when they’re all taking psychotic drugs.” 
 
    “What?” Zum asked, not having heard the details of the medical pods yet. 
 
    “If we can get Nipo’s blessing, do you think we can get it on board?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a long ways away,” Zum replied. 
 
    “Is it? I thought the mines were just a few miles from here.” 
 
    “If you had to push this ship ten feet without power, you’d think it was across the galaxy. Moving that gear a couple miles won’t be easy. Klorr can move a lot, but he tends to break whatever he’s moving after not too long. And he ain’t a train. If there was roads from here to there, they been swallowed in sand.” 
 
    “They call it ‘snow’ around here,” Garm said. 
 
    “Don’t care if they call it ‘moonflakes.’ Not going to be easy to push 10,000 tons through it.” 
 
    “Are there any smaller things that are worth taking?” 
 
    “Not sure. Like I said, I didn’t do a full accounting. But most small stuff was buried. What I can do is put out some feelers to see if there is any buyers and we can prioritize,” Zum said, hauling some heavy minerals out for Klorr’s meal. 
 
    “No, I don’t want anyone to know what we’re up to. Especially Nipo. Not until we’re ready.” 
 
    “We’re going to need him. If not for this, for the other projects. And he might know where there are trucks capable of shifting that gear a sight easier.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Garm said, thinking. “How did the kids do cleaning the ship?” 
 
    “They was cursing you for a while when they saw how big the Dream was. But they done alright.” 
 
    “This ship can’t be as big as those mining barges,” Garm said. 
 
    “No, but none of them has been here since those youngsters was alive. They’re a sickly bunch. I don’t think they got much food in these parts.” 
 
    “No, I got Tenner checking on that. You think we should keep the kids on staff cleaning the ship?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You should check with Shellz on that. She’s plugged right into the ship. I can’t tell but to look around. But even if the kids clean every day, I think we’re going to run into trouble with this sand.” 
 
    “What did the mining ships do to protect them while they were on the surface?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t work on them,” he said, sprinkling spices delicately. Garm had to hand it to the old man, he made some pretty fantastic meals. 
 
    “So what’s for my dinner?” she asked, the smells making her mouth water. 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” he said, continuing to navigate the kitchen like a professional soldier, attacking and outmaneuvering each entrée until it had been defeated. 
 
    “I hate surprises. You know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he replied, pointing an oven mitt at her. “But your cook enjoys them. And since you’d rather go skinny dipping in a sulphuric acid pond than learn how to bake, then you have to put up with my surprises. Now kindly get the hell out of my kitchen, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    In the cockpit, after dinner, Garm spoke with Shellz. 
 
    “About time someone came to visit. A girl can go crazy up here alone,” the gas cloud said. “Though I wish you were someone else.” 
 
    “Why?” Garm asked, merely to humor the pilot. 
 
    “Because you’re boring. You only talk work.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, Zum suggested this environment could be bad for the ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “Every environment is bad for ships, doofy pants. That’s the nature of ships. They are merely mechanical devices. And the Fourth Law of Thermodynamics states that every device eventually turns into a pile of garbage.” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure that’s the correct wording—” 
 
    “Close enough,” Shellz interrupted. 
 
    “So how about our ship, specifically, and this location, specifically? How long until we turn into a pile of garbage?” 
 
    “Hard to say. That sand isn’t a friend. I haven’t noticed any issues, yet. But it’s blowing up our tailpipe.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Garm asked. 
 
    “It means I don’t know. If our engines fill up with sand, there’s no one here that can fix them. I can rotate through all systems on an expedited schedule, but nothing beats firing up the engines and actually getting aloft.” 
 
    “Can you do that? Without actually leaving?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Normally I’d say ‘no.’ Populations tend to frown at spaceships idling their engines nearby. They’re loud, toxic, and dangerous. But there’s no one around here. The reason this port is so empty and the berths are so separated is because when a loaded mining vessel takes off, they spray fire a quarter mile in every direction. The Dream is a rowboat by comparison.” 
 
    “Will that clear out the sand?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We keep calling it sand, but it’s not. I don’t know what it is. I’m worried about what happens if it melts inside the engines. Will it cause a bigger problem than the loose particles?” 
 
    “I can have Saladon do an analysis. Would that help?” 
 
    “Yeah. But she’s a bigger stick-hole than you are. Tell her to be thorough,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Are there any other issues?” Garm asked. 
 
    “The sand is the main worry. The other is the weather.” 
 
    “Weather? You mean like rain? This is a desert.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean there isn’t weather. The Dream can fly in atmosphere, but no one is going to confuse it with an airplane. This ship doesn’t have serious weather-proofing. I’m not expecting anything, but just putting it out there.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll have Saladon get back to you. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah. I want to go into town,” Shellz said. 
 
    “You can’t. It was basically the only requirement. Besides dumping toxic waste.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to need to dump some toxic waste, too,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Can it wait until we’re back in space? No one cares there. Not much.” 
 
    “I guess. But this seems a good place to bury it. I hate thinking about other captains running into our old sewage blocks. You guys poop like crazy. Get Zum to make less food.” 
 
    “Don’t bother Zum about his food. He’s doing great,” Garm snapped, remembering the exquisite meal she just ate. “Besides, he still thinks you might be a vampire.” 
 
    “What do I have to do to prove myself around here? Tenner is a drunken buffoon and no one cares. Saladon is a total jerk and is building bombs in her lab. Tobe has sex with everything and everyone in every room—I can hear them on the speakers. And all I want is to go into town now and then and suddenly I’m a bad guy. It’s not fair. Klorr is even allowed to walk around and he’s legitimately dangerous.” 
 
    “Have you seen him recently?” Garm asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right over there. About 600 yards northeast. You probably didn’t notice him because he’s a big hill of sand at this point.” 
 
    “I hope he can get out okay,” Garm said. “Maybe I should get those kids to clean him off.” 
 
    “You’ll give them heart attacks. Just let me go into the city for a little while. I’ll go at night. Sneak around,” Shellz asked. 
 
    “It’s hardly a city. And there are all sorts of wind tunnels to handle the dust. I don’t want you to get blown off and we can’t find you.” 
 
    “You’re making that up,” Shellz said. 
 
    “I’m not. How do you think the town isn’t buried? They built in all this suction to push the dust out and away.” 
 
    “Oh. I’d probably be okay. One of you could come with me,” Shellz suggested. 
 
    “And do what? It’s not like we can grab you if you get pulled. You’re safer staying here.” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to think. Section Master Nipo said no Keilvin Kamigans.” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Shellz sulked. 
 
    “I plan on inviting him over. You can maybe try and talk to him then and convince him. But you can’t just barge in. Let me see if it’s okay first,” Garm cautioned. 
 
    “How am I going to barge anywhere?” 
 
      
 
    Tenner came back late the next night. Garm waited for him. 
 
    The man staggered into his cabin, looking terrible and tired. Like he had been on one of his patented, extended benders. 
 
    “Five years,” Tenner said, stumbling past his captain. 
 
    He went to his private bar where he had every sort of liquor and drug imaginable. But Garm intercepted him. 
 
    “Five years what?” she asked. 
 
    “Get out of the way, Garm,” he threatened, though he had no chance of beating her in a fight. 
 
    “Five years what? You’re on the clock.” 
 
    “I’ve been on the clock the last two days. Some of the most brutal time I ever served. You really never sleep, do you?” 
 
    “Nope. You can have one quick drink,” she cautioned, moving only slightly. 
 
    He began to pour a carafe. Enough to give a small planet’s population alcohol poisoning, but insignificant to Tenner. 
 
    “Five years and everyone on this rock will be dead. If you plan on staying here a year, good chance they come gunning for us,” he said, drinking deep. 
 
    “Why? What did you see?” 
 
    “I did like you ordered. Went to check out their fishing and food. I was there as an official observer. They got, like, a guild. They control who can fish and who can’t. Lot of hand-pressing to convince them to take me on.” 
 
    “Strict?” Garm asked. 
 
    Tenner chuckled mirthlessly as he poured his next drink. 
 
    “We came across a man. Bootleg fishing with his two sons. They killed them all. Drowned. Hoped the fish would eat them and make more fish. Kids must have been less than ten years apiece. Yeah, they’re strict.” Tenner said. 
 
    “Was this on the ‘ocean’?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Underground water. That’s what they call it. Goes on forever. I figure it must have been all the mining caved in. Swallowed every river, stream, lake. That’s where the fish came from.” 
 
    “Is there a lot of fish?” 
 
    “Pfew. Five hours before we found even one little stinker. Ugly things. Smell like burning trash.” 
 
    “Well, they are subterranean. So you think the city will starve?” 
 
    “Amazed they haven’t already. They named it an ocean, but it isn’t one. An above-ground river gets refreshed and replenished. Keeps flowing. This is just rancid mining water. I asked if people swam in it and they said it’s poisonous. Who knows how the fish survive.” 
 
    “How big is this ocean?” 
 
    “No idea. Huge. It connects other cities. And check this, Abarone-on-Shankir is the best of them. Those other cities are in even worse shape. We came across another city fishing like we were,” Tenner said, now on his third drink. 
 
    “Do they each have their own territories?” 
 
    “Maybe, but we fought them off.” 
 
    “Fought?” Garm asked, surprised. “With what? Did you help?” 
 
    “Had to. As soon as they saw each other it was a fight to the death. I caved in some poor guy’s skull with my boat oar,” Tenner replied. “They’re starving.” 
 
    “Do they have any farming?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Nothing grows down there. Nothing above, obviously. The dust kills it. And that mining ocean is the only real water worth mentioning. They have people who collect a kind of moss or whatever. Rock scrapings. But it can’t feed cities. Even small ones,” Tenner said. “This place is dangerous, Garm.” 
 
    “You said they’ll attack us. Do they have weapons? Training?” 
 
    “Not much. No training. But they’re desperate. And a thousand desperate people with ten guns can kill all of us no problem,” he said. “Except Klorr. And Shellz. But those two can’t save us. Klorr will start punching a week after we’re all dead. And Shellz is just a yappy fart. You need to hire more fighters.” 
 
    “We’re not mercenaries. But if they’re truly starving, we have food here,” Garm suggested. 
 
    “Zum can’t cook for thousands. He’s just one old guy. If they find out we got kitchens here—plural kitchens—they’d march on the Dream in an hour. Tear this ship apart. If you want to milk the Colmarian government, there has to be safer places to do it,” he said.  
 
    Garm had lost track of how many drinks Tenner had consumed at this point. He hadn’t even begun to slur his speech. 
 
    “But what if we could feed them?” Garm asked. 
 
    “How?” Tenner shrugged.  
 
    “We got a scientist—of sorts. I’m sure we have seeds. Or something. There are countless government assistance programs for providing food. It could be a real opportunity for us.” 
 
    “This is a fat, unarmed ship. There’s nothing to scare off an angry mob except you flexing your biceps and Klorr under a mountain of sand. Right now, no one is looking at us. No one comes out here to the ports because no ships ever land. That’s the only reason we’re still alive. We start throwing around food and they’re going to get the wise idea that we got some onboard that doesn’t need to be grown and harvested,” Tenner explained. He reached for some of his harder drugs but Garm stopped him. 
 
    “How far away are those other cities?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. Probably a hundred miles or more,” he said. 
 
    “And you met them on the ocean?” Garm asked, surprised. 
 
    “The fish are almost gone. Everyone’s hungry,” he said. “They go out for weeks at a time. Looking for food in every little tunnel.” 
 
    “How many types of fish are there?” she asked. 
 
    Garm could see Tenner was about to argue about what a pointless question that was, when he realized he knew the answer. 
 
    “There’s only three. One big guy is the money fish,” he said. “A thousand pounds of disgusting. Took five of us to get it in the boat.” 
 
    “Do you remember the names? Did they all look the same?” 
 
    “No, I don’t remember. Maybe it’s the same fish. Just different stages of development. Who knows what this stupid population believes? They eat toxic fish and slime.” 
 
    “So what do you recommend as first mate?” she asked, sensing he was finally starting to get drunk. 
 
    He stood up a bit straighter. 
 
    “If we remain here, we need defenses. You can hire locals for practically nothing. But don’t give out food. You give out food, we’ll get swarmed,” he said. “This population will not survive without help. Their long-term prospects are nil. And no company is going to come evacuate destitute drug addicts when those same companies couldn’t be bothered to pick up valuable mining equipment.” 
 
    “And it would take the official Colmarian government a century to finally get around to doing a study on whether they’re worth evacuating,” Garm added. 
 
    “Exactly. This city, and every city on this continent, is doomed. And a bunch of hard-living miners who have been fist-fighting for generations aren’t going quietly. They’re searching for things to fight.” 
 
    “Saladon believes the drugs and medical devices are killing them,” Garm said. 
 
    “She’s looking at it from a science thing. Like a Rettosian used to fine living. But if you’re hungry and have no future, being drugged and smashing faces makes you forget that,” he said. 
 
    “Is that your excuse?” Garm asked slyly. 
 
    “I don’t need an excuse. I don’t have a philosophical or self-reflective bone in my body,” he replied truthfully.  
 
    “You said this continent is doomed. How many cities are there?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how many there are. Shellz would know. They have stuff like that on the navigation reports. But everyone is xenophobic. They only meet on the ocean and battle for fish.” 
 
    “There’s no travel between cities?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “You can’t cross the desert on land. You know how fine this sand is. Snow. They mentioned stuff like drifts. You can fall hundreds of feet through the dust. It fills your nose and lungs like water. But you can’t cough it out. And with all the mining, there are pits and cracks everywhere,” Tenner said. 
 
    “What about air travel? They had to have had more than underground boat traffic.” 
 
    “Maybe. But any fuel or pilots are long gone. They don’t even know what the other cities are called. Not officially. They have slang terms they use.” 
 
    “Come on, they don’t have teles? Those are free. They have to be able to communicate with each other. They’re not brainless monsters,” she said. 
 
    “You met them, Garm. You’ve seen how they spend their leisure time. Do they seem like the communicating types to you?” 
 
    Garm sighed. It was a troubling report. But Tenner met some of the worst elements. And Garm was not ready to run and quit when there were so many ways to earn money. 
 
    “You said they’d attack. But without weapons, without training, how much damage can they do, really? A gun fired over their heads should scare them off,” Garm said. 
 
    “You don’t get it. They’ve been ripping each other to pieces every night for as long as anyone can remember. And they do that for fun. When they actually get angry, it’s a bloodthirst like I’ve never seen. There wasn’t even a second of them pausing or thinking when they attacked those other cities or the rogue fishermen. They tore them to pieces. Shooting over their heads won’t do anything. And if they’re high on those drugs, shooting them in the chest might not do a whole lot either,” he said, pushing past Garm to get his good stash. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    The First or Last Quadrad 
 
    Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang was in her casino hotel room enjoying a hot bath. She had checked in earlier in the day in order to continue pursuing her latest Quadrad suspect. 
 
    The woman’s name was Yallusene and she was a professional gambler. At least, that was ostensibly how she made her living. The Quadrad was quite successful at any games requiring skill and luck. She did not play on machines or wheels or anything that didn’t have thinking opponents she could match herself against. 
 
    So far, Yallusene was the first Quadrad Lizo-Wang encountered who actually did Quadrad-type work, even if it was only gambling. And more intriguing was the fact that a number of fellow gamblers in her orbit, who had owed Yallusene money or otherwise been competitors, found themselves dead.  
 
    Lizo-Wang had been observing the Quadrad for several months. Yallusene moved frequently, crossing solar systems and even sectors in search of big tournaments, while visiting casinos and gambling dens along the way. She never stayed more than a week at a particular location.  
 
    This was a problem for Lizo-Wang, whose expense budget had still not been entirely sorted out. The kitchen staff supervisor had an unlimited allowance for food, enabling her to not only have as many drinks at lunch as she wished, but also feed a few medium-sized countries if she chose; but she no money for travel or anything else. As such, the intelligence operative found herself obliged to log everything as a food expense. She had to make sure every ship or hotel she stayed at offered food, or had something food-like in its name. Her current hotel was named the “Bountiful Garden,” and upon checking in, she immediately got room service to make sure it was properly expensed. 
 
    The bath Lizo-Wang occupied was typical of an upscale Colmarian Confederation hotel in that it could accommodate a variety of species. It might be more accurately described as a swimming pool and it could be filled with all sorts of liquids from ammonia to hydrochloric acid. But Lizo-Wang was soaking in hot water, resting her weary joints. 
 
    Lizo-Wang still felt her assignment was foolish, but she was determined to try her best. That said, she realized it was going to take patience and she could easily burn herself out if she didn’t allow herself some downtime. Therefore, she attempted to sample local customs and history and explore the Confederation’s wide variety of cultures as she travelled.  
 
    Consequently, she had gained fifteen pounds in only a few months. But that was primarily because her budget forced her into buying food, which she abhorred wasting. Lizo-Wang spent considerable time searching through her tele to find any listings for fitness gyms that possessed food-like names. 
 
    Done with her relaxing bath, Lizo-Wang donned a robe and walked to the living area of her hotel room. Yallusene was waiting for her. 
 
    “Hello,” the Quadrad smiled. 
 
    Yallusene was a typical Quadrad woman. She was athletic, from decades of physical training; reserved in emotions, from decades of mental training; and attractive, not due to any training, but because her species was reasonably well assembled. She wore tight leggings, small boots, and a cleavage-enhancing top. The outfit was functional in that it allowed free movement, and functional in that it often confounded or distracted her gambling adversaries.  
 
    “What are you doing in my room?” Lizo-Wang asked. The older woman was also trained in psychological manipulation, and she displayed exactly the response a hotel guest would use on finding a stranger in their quarters. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of you following me, so I thought I’d try and sort this out,” Yallusene said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. It was meant as a disarming move to put Lizo-Wang at ease, but the kitchen staff supervisor knew that whether the Quadrad was sitting down or standing on her hands, she was extremely dangerous. 
 
    “I just got here. I’m not following anyone,” Lizo-Wang explained. Having just left the bath, she had no weapons or tools at her disposal. She had her tele, but she would not be able to use it if Yallusene stopped her. 
 
    “Come on, I know who you are. I know, or can guess, what you’re doing. I’m a Quadrad. You’re wondering if I’m engaged in some vague political upheaval. But I’m just a very legal gambler,” Yallusene said. 
 
    “That’s splendid for you. But I still have no idea why you’re in my room. If you don’t leave at once, I’ll be forced to call security.” 
 
    “I’m afraid your security is detained. The two men you had stationed at the ends of the hall,” Yallusene explained. 
 
    Lizo-Wang paused at that news. Those had been skilled covert operatives in deep cover. But she wasn’t ready to give up her disguise just yet. 
 
    “I believe this may be the result of a misunderstanding. Just who do you think I am?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, but I’ve narrowed it down. I asked your guards on planet Xixo, and they said they were in the Department of Solar Winds and Basement Tiles. I asked your guards on the space station Neshdaine, and they were with the Department of Chamber Pots, Disco Balls, and Veterinary Laxatives. The ones here seemed to be the Order of Humple-Dumple and Short-Term Credit Derivatives. It took a while to cross-reference all those, but the only group that overlapped would be the Department of Food, Edibles, Nourishment, something-something and Radon gas. Which would make you a Soup Master or a lofty Kitchen Supervisor,” Yallusene said. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was surprised. The Quadrad had been aware of being followed for quite some time. 
 
    “Did you kill my guards?” the kitchen staff supervisor asked. 
 
    “Kill them? No. I said I was with the casino and gave them two dinner tickets that had to be used in the next hour.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang couldn’t hide her annoyance. Her security team had been dismantled using about twenty credits. 
 
    “Don’t blame them,” Yallusene said, perfectly reading Lizo-Wang’s expression. “The trouble you have with expense reports seems to be fairly common. Your men haven’t eaten in almost two days. Though they seem to be able to expense an infinite number of undergarments, which they then barter for food.” 
 
    “And why are you in my room?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Like I said, I can’t have intelligence agents following me around.” 
 
    “I thought you said I was with the Department of Food,” Lizo-Wang challenged. 
 
    “Let’s get past all that. I know, approximately, who you are—ridiculous department titles notwithstanding. You might take great pains to hide your identity, but the Colmarian Confederation is a vast organization with many holes. I read your infamous expense report where you had two herbal teas for lunch. Last I heard, it resulted in a battlecruiser destroying a merchant ship that had the unfortunate distinction of sharing the same serial number as your expense report. But I’m willing to help the government get whatever it needs so you can quit tailing me.” 
 
    “And why would it bother you, assuming you are obeying the laws of this empire?” 
 
    “Because I’m a gambler! If anyone figures out I have my own high-level espionage protection, I won’t be able to set foot in a casino again. I’m not sure how much you know about gambling and gamblers, but even law-abiding ones get anxious when they know they are in the presence of galactic law enforcement—especially ones placed so highly that their erroneous expense accounts are capable of destroying innocent merchant vessels,” Yallusene said. 
 
    “So then what do you think I want with you—assuming I want anything?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “People have got it in their heads that we Quadrad are actually the same as the versions in the serial dramas. That we’re all covert assassins manipulating the universe. We’re not. Not at all.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me you didn’t train in combat and subterfuge and sabotage?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I did receive that training. But I have not used it. No one does. Quadrad training is about 10,000 years behind the times.” 
 
    “I find it curious that several of your gambling opponents have recently died under mysterious circumstances,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Nothing mysterious about it. Gamblers gamble. And they associate with other gamblers who gamble. But I can’t be blamed for every low-life who dies in this profession. If they were a stable, responsible lot, they would have selected other careers. And be realistic, I’m not going to kill people who owe me money—there is no surer way of guaranteeing I never get repaid,” Yallusene said. 
 
    “You say Quadrad never…Quadrad. But what about Garm?” Lizo-Wang asked, using her best poker face. She still did not know what the term meant. Was Garm a code? Or location? Or a team of operatives? 
 
    “Ugh. I knew that woman would be the death of me sooner or later.” Yallusene said with frustration. She watched the kitchen staff supervisor’s reaction and continued. “Oh! You didn’t know Garm was a Quadrad. Is that what you’re here for? To find Garm?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me about her and I’ll let you know if that’s what I’m seeking,” Lizo-Wang suggested. 
 
    “No, I think it’s your turn to offer some details.” 
 
    “And why would I do that? I could already have you arrested for breaking into my room,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “While I find it inconvenient for your team to be hounding me, you won’t discover anything of value. Unless you want pointers on card games. So if you’re content living in my shadow, you’re free to do so. But I suspect you don’t want to be here any more than I want you to be here,” Yallusene said. 
 
    Lizo-Wang realized how the Quadrad was such a good gambler. 
 
    “Yes, my training was good for something,” Yallusene continued, reading Lizo-Wang’s thoughts as if they were projected on her forehead. 
 
    The older woman took her time thinking over the situation. If Yallusene was indeed a Quadrad specialist, she’d be crazy to come here and make this offer. Even if she gained a reprieve in the short term, they could always come back. And then they would know who she was and the circles she moved in. Lizo-Wang believed what the woman said and thought she could risk an information exchange. 
 
    “I’m tasked with finding Quadrad who are working as…Quadrad,” Lizo-Wang replied, not giving any more details on what she would do once she found them. 
 
    Yallusene laughed. If it was a fake laugh, she was an excellent actor. 
 
    “Then you better hope your task has an end date. If it doesn’t, I suggest you either switch departments, maybe Dinner Flatware and Umbrella Maintenance, or you should seriously consider early retirement. Because you’re never going to find anyone,” the Quadrad said. 
 
    “What about Garm?” 
 
    “Yes. Garm is a Quadrad. She’s either the first or last, depending on how things go. But you won’t find her.” 
 
    “So you don’t have any hints about her location?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “No. And if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I have no issues filling in background details, but I’m not going to rat. I want to go back to Quadrad as soon as possible. It stinks out here.” 
 
    “Stinks where?” 
 
    “Here. Everywhere. Fifty thousand species all sharing the same air, water, buildings. It stinks. I don’t know how anyone can put up with it.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you return to your home world of Quadrad?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I guess you don’t know much about us. I can’t go back. I’m an active Quadrad. I have to stay out here for twenty, thirty, fifty years. Depends on when they say it’s okay to come back. What criteria they use is unclear,” Yallusene replied. 
 
    It suddenly made so much sense to the kitchen staff supervisor. All these Quadrad were out in the Confederation, even when they knew they were ill-equipped, because they weren’t allowed to return. 
 
    “So you haven’t done any sort of Quadrad assignments?” Lizo-Wang prompted. 
 
    “Nope. Not one. I make more in a week as a gambler than I would in a year doing those stupid jobs. Besides, they don’t have that many of them. No one is contacting Quadrad for job placement. How would they? We barely use teles there. The work they offer is insane.” 
 
    “Why do you consider it insane? There are many assassins in the galaxy. In this empire, in particular,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Sure there are. But when they were training us, they made it seem like we’d be doing this stuff all the time. Like, wake up, assassinate, have a healthy breakfast, assassinate again.” 
 
    “There are more murders that occur every second in the Colmarian Confederation than the entire population of your home world,” Lizo-Wang countered. 
 
    “Yeah, those are murders. There are plenty of thugs and crooks and miscreants in the universe. And they have short, painful lives. But to assassinate someone, means that the target has enough protection or influence that some jerk with a knife has no chance. It isn’t necessarily hard to kill another individual, it’s hard to get away. Suicide bombers don’t have very long careers. It can take years to set up one kill. Or topple a single organization. And I have to eat and sleep and buy clothes in the meantime. So, no thanks. I’ll gamble,” Yallusene said. 
 
    “And the Quadrad don’t care that you aren’t doing their assignments? You can go back having gambled for thirty years?” 
 
    “They merely train us. What we do is up to us. As I said, they don’t offer much in the way of job placement. So I consider gambling just as Quadrad as anything else.” 
 
    “What about Garm? You said she was the first or last Quadrad. What do you know about her?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I can tell you a bit about her past, because that isn’t private. She was in my class on Quadrad. And she’s five years younger than I am. No one ever skips grades in Quadrad. But she did. She doesn’t sleep.” Yallusene continued, seeing the older woman’s expression. “That’s not figurative. She’s a mutant. Never sleeps. She had been saying for years, decades, that our training was misguided.” 
 
    “So she made a lot of enemies?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say enemies. We aren’t that dramatic. She did put me in prison, though,” Yallusene said. 
 
    “She had you arrested?” Lizo-Wang asked, intrigued. 
 
    “I beat her score in one discipline, so she framed me. That way, she could graduate at the top of our class.” 
 
    “So you’re looking to pay her back for your incarceration?” 
 
    “No, no. It wasn’t bad. The Quadrad don’t really do prisons. We assess fines or kill each other. If the punishment is in between that, we don’t really bother. Prison was more or less a vacation after decades of Quadrad training. I have fond memories of the experience,” Yallusene explained. “But…if I’m being completely honest, then yes, I probably harbor some slight ill will toward Garm.” 
 
    “What class did you beat her in?” Lizo-Wang asked, trying to find some weaknesses. 
 
    “Advanced Game Theory, what else?” Yallusene said, throwing her arms out to indicate the hotel-casino around them. “It was a twelve-year discipline and I beat her by 3 points on a 1,500-point scale.” 
 
    “So she had you arrested?” 
 
    “Yup. But that’s nothing. She assassinated a bunch of the top Quadrad administrators at her graduation,” the woman said. 
 
    “What? So she’s a criminal to your own people?” 
 
    “No. It’s frowned upon to kill our instructors. But they were going to assassinate her, so everyone more or less felt it was a fair turn.” 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor stood blinking. Maybe there was something to the myth of the Quadrad after all. 
 
    “Garm believes all this Quadrad stuff,” Yallusene said. “I came out into the Colmarian Confederation and I was shocked at how difficult it was. Merely surviving in the empire. And I understood how preposterous it was for me to be a fulltime assassin. Garm is maybe the only one who could actually do it. That’s why I said she’s either the first or last of the Quadrad.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean by that. There have been Quadrad for millennia,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Garm made a big splash at her final exam. By killing a bunch of high-placed Quadrad. If Garm fails out here, like if you arrest and publicly try her, then I suspect we’ll continue being the same Quadrad we always were. If she succeeds, however, it will prove she was right. That her ideas and methods were what the next generations should be learning.” 
 
    “And how will that affect you?” Lizo-Wang asked, trying to figure out Yallusene’s angle. 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe I won’t be allowed back home. Because my time spent ripping off other gamblers won’t be sufficiently Garm-like to allow me to return. And then I’ll be stuck in this stink forever.” 
 
    “So then you want to see her stopped?” Lizo-Wang tried to confirm. 
 
    “No, I want you and your people to quit bothering me so I can make a living,” Yallusene said. 
 
    “That’s it?” Lizo-Wang said, not sure she believed that answer. 
 
    “If the galaxy fills up with real Quadrad, it won’t have a tremendous impact on me. But if there are thousands of Garms running around the empire, it will be just like those absurd serial dramas say. And then you won’t be chasing fairy tales, you’ll be dealing with the real thing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    The Stateroom Shakedown 
 
    Garm and Zum had done significant research on ways they could make money via the Colmarian Confederation government. This would not be their usual kind of grift. They were going to set up charities to help the poor citizens of Abarone-on-Shankir. 
 
    The Colmarian Confederation would reimburse them for working as a charity—numerous charities. And it would be actual, legitimate charity work. The Summer Dream Adventure and her crew were more than capable of elevating the lives of the destitute miners. And it would be highly profitable. 
 
    And with that nest egg of Colmarian government funding, Garm hoped to embark upon more ambitious plans.  
 
    But in the short term, to secure funding from the government, she needed the approval of the locals. Specifically, Section Master Nipo. 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure had a huge assortment of impressive attributes, many of which were still being discovered. 
 
    If Garm was being completely honest, one of the selling points of the ship to her was its stateroom. This was the ship captain’s formal dining hall. It only seated twenty-five people, thus making it one of the smaller rooms on the vessel. But every square centimeter of the dining room was crammed with opulence. 
 
    A chandelier of stunning beauty occupied much of the ceiling. The carpet had the rarest fur trim. The table and chairs were gilded and encrusted with semi-precious gemstones. The walls were covered with fantastic mosaics that had been painstakingly produced by an army of artisans. Every crease and corner and connection were meant to impress and dazzle. 
 
    When Garm had first seen the room, she had been so overcome that she determined to have the ship immediately, regardless of its practicality. 
 
    Above all things, Garm wanted to win. To succeed. It took her venturing into the greater Colmarian Confederation for her to realize there were all sorts of ways to measure success. Quadrad was not a planet of artists or engineers or financiers. They did not produce items of luxury or even much in the way of comfort. 
 
    The stateroom on the Summer Dream Adventure was more ostentatious, more extravagant, than anything, anywhere, on Garm’s home planet. She had not even been aware that things like this room existed. And seeing it, she understood there were whole new, concrete ways of measuring success she had never dreamt possible. She could amass items of rarity and elegance as irrefutable proof that she was successful. 
 
    The room was often left covered and closed to keep it in pristine condition. Garm would come in alone, during moments of introspection, and the grace of the dining hall would inevitably settle her mind and remind her of what riches awaited. 
 
    But now the dust covers were thrown off and the room was alive. The chandelier glittered, the inlaid place settings rested on the marble table, and Garm walked into the room with Section Master Nipo and his silent guardian. Garm hoped to impress the city administrator and make it clear she was capable of doing business and it was worth his time to cooperate. 
 
    Judging by his expression on entering, he was indeed startled by the room. They took their respective seats, the gulf of the large table separating them. 
 
    Nipo’s guard remained aloof and unseated. His or her face and body were still obscured in layers of anti-dust protective clothing. And the varmint rifle remained on the guard’s back. 
 
    Tobe acted as a waitress, ready to distribute the many courses of food and drink. Zum had made some inquiries on what edibles the locals were capable of consuming, besides rancid fish and algae.  
 
    “Thank you for accepting my invitation, Section Master Nipo,” Garm began. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. I long for Abarone-on-Shankir to be realized as the premier destination that it is,” the fat man said, drinking greedily from the cheap wine Tobe offered. 
 
    Despite Garm’s training in controlling her emotions, she could barely repress an eye roll at Nipo’s statement. His city was a hairline away from self-destruction. It was hardly a premier destination unless you belonged to a suicide cult. 
 
    “I’m ready to outline some of the programs I would like to undertake with my crew while we’re here. I’m hopeful these programs can go a long way to improving the quality of life for everyone in this amazing city,” she said. 
 
    Tobe brought the first course. Zum reasoned they would not need salads or soups or any other pre-meal niceties. He spent thirty minutes trying to explain what an appetizer was to some of the locals and they still didn’t understand. 
 
    Nipo dug in to the synthetic fish meal with gusto. And Garm paused in her presentation to watch the man devour the food like he was starving and the plate would be whisked away at any second. 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure’s food stores were almost universally synthetic. Not only were they capable of being perfectly rearranged in terms of nutritional value, flavored and spiced in any way imaginable, but they could also be stored almost indefinitely—which was paramount on a deep-space vessel.  
 
    The “fish” that Zum prepared was a cleaned-up, nutritional analog to the disgusting mine-water variety of this planet. Zum had to guess at some of the attributes, but he increased the fatty mouthfeel and savory aspects, hoping that would be desirable. He arranged some sauces and dips at the side of the plate in case Nipo chose to use them, but apparently these people were not familiar with garnish. 
 
    “How do you like the fish?” Garm asked. 
 
    Nipo muttered in between mouthfuls, but otherwise did not look up or slow his attack. 
 
    Garm motioned discreetly to Tobe, who was stationed by the door. The stateroom’s one shortcoming was that it was so covered in finery that there were no external lights or panels or controls. Tobe either had to stand watching her tele, which could be interpreted as rude, or position herself in the open doorway so she could see Zum waving down the hallway when he had plates to pick up. 
 
    But Garm wanted her lieutenant inside for another purpose. She wanted Tobe to subtly interrogate Nipo’s guard.  
 
    The guard was a point of interest to Garm because there was nothing known about him or her or it other than it didn’t speak and was proficient with a rifle. The guard was an unknown variable and Garm didn’t like unknowns. 
 
    Tobe saw the signal and moved closer to the guard. She was trying to sniff out the particular set of hormones, if any, that defined the armed guard. Tobe smiled, winked, and played coy. She was as good at flirting as Garm was at scheming and Tenner was at drinking—but not quite as good as Zum was at cooking or Klorr at standing motionless. 
 
    It was done in a flash. The guard made four quick movements. A chop to the base of Tobe’s neck, a flat stomp against her inside right ankle, a quick hand to steady Tobe so she didn’t fall down, and then the guard moved away. 
 
    Tobe was momentarily stunned. It was so fast the lieutenant wasn’t even aware of what exactly happened. But she did not move closer to the guard, instead she took several steps back while she recovered. 
 
    If Garm hadn’t been watching, she might have missed the exchange. The lighting in the stateroom, while pretty, was not designed for recognizing subtlety. Garm saw that Tobe was confused and unsure what to do. 
 
    “Waiter, or waitress, go see if the next course is ready,” Garm said loudly. 
 
    It took her a few seconds, but Tobe nodded and began to leave. 
 
    “One more of these,” Nipo said, throwing the plate at Tobe. The sauces and grease spilled off and landed on the carpet. Which almost made Garm jump to her feet in alarm. 
 
    “And clean that up. We have disinfectant and cleaners in the pantry to your left,” Garm added. 
 
    Nipo licked at his fingers and drank more wine. Garm found the man disgusting, but she was in a disgusting line of work. 
 
    “Section Master. For our first operation, I’d like to see if we can’t help alleviate what we perceive as a food shortage in this region. We will bring some of your fish to this ship and accelerate their breeding in captivity. My chief believes she can extract a goodly amount of eggs and clone those, making it possible to reintroduce a large number of fish into your reservoirs very quickly. Next, we’d like to provide general medical support. Our hospitals and staff won’t be able to fix grievous ‘mining’ wounds, but we can go a long way to reversing more generalized illnesses.” 
 
    Nipo was done with his drink and stared at Garm, not displaying any sort of interest in her words. 
 
    “While your people are here getting medical checkups, we can facilitate their…weaning off from any narcotics they might have been taking. We have experts onboard who have tremendous knowledge and experience with drug addiction. And this area, due to its colorful past, has a collection of toxic mine tailings and other, often radioactive, waste deposits that we would like to move away so that they pose no danger to your city or water supply. My bosun can easily manage such things.” 
 
    Tobe returned with some more dishes and Garm waited for the lieutenant to reposition herself by the door. 
 
    “And finally, there still exists very dangerous mining equipment that is not being utilized and merely exists as a hazard to your people. Particularly your young ones. If possible, we would like to render this gear inoperable or perhaps even remove it completely. It will be arduous, but I think we can take much of those unsafe machines with us.” 
 
    Nipo was halfway through his next fish and had still not betrayed any enthusiasm for the life-saving programs Garm was speaking about. When Nipo was done with this portion, he threw the plate at Tobe again. She tried to catch it in the air, knowing Garm was paranoid about the carpet getting soiled, but she missed, and the plate landed face down on the rug. 
 
    “Another,” Nipo commanded. 
 
    “Um, Section Master. What are your opinions on what I just laid out?” Garm prompted. 
 
    Nipo shifted in his chair and scraped fish oil off his chin. 
 
    “I get 75% of what comes from the government,” he said. “And all the paperwork, all the applications, all the filings, go through me.” 
 
    “I—I’m not sure I’m explaining myself properly,” Garm began delicately. 
 
    “No, I understand. You’re here to petition claims with our glorious government. You’ll get reimbursed for setting up a medical clinic or creating a food bank or whatever. Fine. I get 75% of the government outlays,” Nipo said. 
 
    “I’m trying to help your poor city,” Garm explained. 
 
    “You think I’m a fool?” Nipo sneered. “You didn’t sail across however many sectors just to help us. Once you get your fees, you’ll take your medicines or job services or singing teachers with you and we’ll be back where we started.” 
 
    “How do you possibly think you deserve 75% of what the government is willing to provide for services you can’t begin to create on your own?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Because if I don’t say yes, you get nothing. I’m the only link to the Colmarian Confederation here. And if you say you built a shelter and I say you didn’t, then you have to sit around and wait for them to give a crap and come see for themselves. And your children’s children will still be waiting. This is my city. You want to do anything except leave, you need my say-so,” Nipo replied. 
 
    Garm was at a loss. Of all the potential hang-ups, this wasn’t one she anticipated. She figured Nipo would have to be bought off, but not that he would attempt to rob them. 
 
    Just then, Garm spotted Shellz floating in the hallway. The Keilvin Kamigan was taking Garm up on the suggestion that she come and introduce herself to the section master. 
 
    “Tobe! Close the door,” Garm said. “It’s drafty in here.” 
 
    Tobe shrugged and did so, noticing Shellz as the door shut. 
 
    “Even if we leave after we’re compensated by the government, we will have made honest contributions to this area. Contributions you can build upon,” Garm said. 
 
    “I told you my offer,” Nipo stated. 
 
    “So you’re willing to let your people suffer?” she asked. 
 
    “Suffering is nothing new in Abarone-on-Shankir. And you’re not a savior or the second coming of Thad Elon, determined to lift us into paradise. You spent time and money getting here and if you leave with nothing, you wasted considerable resources. You want to set up 10, 20, 1,000 programs and bill the government, I will sign off. But it all goes through me and I get 75%. Those are the terms. Which you can take or leave. And if you leave it, I suggest you collect your people and get going,” Nipo said. 
 
    The fat man began to rise and head to the door. He threw his unused napkin down on the floor and his guard fell in line next to him, ready to cut off Garm if she made a move—which she had indeed been contemplating. 
 
    At least Shellz had taken a hint and left, so that he didn’t also have to see a rogue Keilvin Kamigan. That might have given him the notion to increase his cut to 80%.  
 
    The section master and his guard left the Summer Dream Adventure without any more words or exchanges of false civilities.  
 
    When the crew reconvened in the stateroom to see how it went, they found their captain on the floor, scrubbing the carpet with ferocious zeal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    Running From the Law 
 
    Tobe came to Garm the next morning. 
 
    “Boss, I think I know what Nipo’s guard is,” she said. 
 
    “Well?” Garm replied absently. She was busy suiting up to go into the city. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s the same sub-species as Zum. You know, Colmarian, but whatever specific flavor Zum is. Because he smelled exactly the same,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Your nose needs work,” Garm said. “I know the guard’s species.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
      
 
    Garm went into town to pay a visit to Nipo in the Mining Center. It was a tremendous building downtown that was so large there were funnels all around it to disperse the dust. You could see the continuous orange torrents whisking across the white surface of the structure. 
 
    Garm felt, yet again, the amazing architecture was wasted on this forgotten realm. She would have to look up who the primary architects were and see if they were still alive. 
 
    She went into the building and made herself known. Thousands of people could easily work and operate inside, but there were only a few people present. Garm wasn’t sure, but she suspected they were all women. Not because Nipo was sexist or even sexual, but because the men were busy getting high and smashing one another. 
 
    Nipo had an office that was more like an auditorium. It probably had been at some point and the section master co-opted it, put in a few cabinets, a desk, chairs, and thought it made him seem impressive. But to Garm he was just a fat little crook in a cavernous, vacant space. 
 
    Nipo’s omnipresent guard stood behind and to the side of the section master. 
 
    Garm asked for more details on any possible arrangement they might come to. And while she was at it, she inquired about Nipo and his past and other pleasantries. While she spoke, she fidgeted relentlessly. Anyone watching her would assume she had a nervous condition. She was practically spasmodic. 
 
    Nipo was loathe to write anything down, lest it be used against him, so he merely repeated the things he had conveyed last night. And he did not speak of his past, his operations, his family, or anything that might provide leverage or insight. 
 
    Garm gave her thanks and left. 
 
      
 
    On the edge of town, in one of the many deserted buildings, Garm met with Nipo’s guard. 
 
    The woman took off her face covering and displayed her astonishment. Her features were sharp, yet there were lines that hinted at age. 
 
    “I wish you had told me earlier you were a fellow Quadrad,” the guard began. “I almost shot you. Twice.” 
 
    “I didn’t know until last night. I saw you perform a Backhand Dose 3 on my lieutenant.” 
 
    “Your shapechanger. She’s an odd one,” the guard stated. 
 
    Garm remembered the woman had witnessed Tobe before. When the lieutenant had seduced Nipo the first day they were here. 
 
    “It wasn’t a full Backhand Dose 3, that was merely the entry,” the guard continued. “Your officer had taken the form of a local. They have thick bones—especially near the surface. So when I deployed finger-down on the collarbone, I had to shift inward. And to budge her ankle, I needed to lean back and extend my counter knee.” 
 
    “I see,” Garm said, thinking that over. “My name is Garm. I’ve been active for almost four years.” 
 
    “I am Clarris. I have been active for a lot longer,” she replied. 
 
    “You know why we’re in the city,” Garm began. “But how did you end up here? It’s amazing two Quadrad would be in this region.” 
 
    “Indeed. I must get your Assurance of Secrecy before I continue,” Clarris said. 
 
    Garm made the appropriate motions. 
 
    “I assassinated someone, Bank Lord Ne-Mal-Jah on Ank. I’ve been on the move since then, avoiding capture, arrest, or death,” Clarris added. 
 
    Garm looked up the reference on her tele, as she didn’t know it offhand. The Ank were a separate empire, but square in the middle of the Colmarian Confederation. A single planet, they were the financiers and bankers of the entire galaxy. 
 
    “That was 329 years ago!” Garm said. “You’ve been running all this time?” 
 
    “They’ve been chasing me all this time.” Clarris shrugged. 
 
    Garm continued to read about the assassination. 
 
    “I move from place to place and take jobs like this,” Clarris said. 
 
    “This assassination was…amazing work. Why don’t you go back to Quadrad? You’ve more than earned the right and prestige,” Garm said. 
 
    “I’m not going back. Quadrad is a foolish place. I’m not sure if they’re willfully ignorant or unintentionally stupid, but they know nothing.” 
 
    “But they need teachers like you. Teachers that really know what this empire is about. And I’ve heard that a number of instructors have recently been retired,” Garm said. 
 
    “No, out here is where we’re meant to be,” Clarris stated firmly. “You have quite an interesting crew. Very rare for Quadrad to work with others. Do they know your identity?” 
 
    “They don’t. Not that it matters. They wouldn’t care. Are you telling me you assassinated the galaxy’s chief banker all by yourself?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I had help, of course. But those helping didn’t understand what they were helping with. I’ve never seen a Gandrine before. He had me quite concerned and I was keeping an eye on him. But he seems to have disappeared in the snow,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s not as interesting as he first appears. Which is fortunate. If his species was more responsive, they would be dangerous foes. Are you still concerned about being found after all this time?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That’s what keeps me sharp. If I ever slacken, get lazy, or don’t keep my skills honed, I’ll be located and killed. That’s how it should be. I enjoy being hunted. And what better way to retire than eventually being assassinated?” Clarris asked. 
 
    Garm blinked at the woman. 
 
    “But why this place? Why Nipo?” Garm asked. 
 
    “It’s just for a year. Then I’ll move on. Lovely architecture here,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. It’s fantastic. But your…considerable talents are being wasted. Do you ever do anything in the middle of the desert?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Probably once a week someone tries to kill Nipo. Some lunatic, gonked out on drugs.” Clarris whipped out her rifle. “Disable their legs. Avoid bones, they’re too thick. Upper thigh: one, two. Or side abdomens: here or here. Or connective tissue: here.” Clarris indicated where to shoot on her own body and continued. “They can drag themselves to the hospice room and be back on their feet in an hour.” 
 
    “So that’s why you use that rifle,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yes. I’m not attempting to murder them. But they move quite fast, and erratically, when they’re intoxicated. Once they’re healed, they won’t even remember the encounter,” she said. 
 
    “Those medical pods are crazy,” Garm said. 
 
    “Indeed. Too bad they don’t work on us. In between the shootings, I still exercise and do my course routine. Read up on security systems, political happenings, and what have you,” Clarris explained. 
 
    “I suppose you have a lot to do after all.” 
 
    “I do. I don’t pretend it’s glamorous. But one of the great things about being hunted is I get to travel and try new jobs. This is a wonderous galaxy full of unique civilizations, each possessing their own mysteries and beauties. Before I came here, I explored the Hydroponic Forests that circled the Andalean Moon, a mile in the sky. Absolutely breathtaking.” Clarris sighed. 
 
    “Didn’t they burn down?” 
 
    “Yes. But before I was paid to destroy them, I got to experience them. There’s no rule that says we have to be dour and emotionless. We are agents of change, but we are free to change…what we change. I do a few assassinations, then break up a smuggling ring, then try my hand at blackmail. The variety keeps it enjoyable.” 
 
    Garm was at a loss. She did not know what to make of Clarris. Here was a true Quadrad, living the Quadrad life, and no one on their home planet knew about her. 
 
    “The best advice I could extend,” Clarris continued, “to any young Quadrad starting out, is to commit some heinous or notorious crime so that the galaxy is after you. Without that constant pressure, I think I would have gone soft in this empire. Everything is so easy.” 
 
    “Do you have a contract with Nipo?” Garm asked, after thinking a moment. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Clarris flipped the contract via tele to Garm. It was less than a single page in length. The Quadrad stressed maintaining the spirit of contracts and not the exact details. They weren’t lawyers and litigators and didn’t want to be known as such. The contract stipulated Clarris, whose name was not used on the form, as an enforcer and protector for a period of one year. The end date was a little over two months away. 
 
    “Do the people chasing you know your name? How do they track you?” Garm asked. 
 
    “They know something. If I ever stay still too long, someone eventually shows up I have to deal with. That’s why I almost shot you. I thought for sure you were a contract killer—I’ve seen enough to recognize the general appearance. We need a better way to communicate and identify one another besides Quadrad Cant. You have to be facing the other person and twenty feet away with your arms and hands free,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Yeah. I was afraid Nipo would notice me gesturing to you,” Garm said. 
 
    “He doesn’t notice much.” 
 
    “They’ve been after you for centuries? It seems incredible,” Garm said. 
 
    “They’re Ank. They have the money. And it’s a matter of principle with them. They won’t ever stop. Even when it’s clear I’m long dead, they’ll be searching for my bones so they can bring them back and incarcerate them,” Clarris chuckled. 
 
    “Do the Ank know you’re a Quadrad?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Never asked.” 
 
    “Are you the one that gave us this reputation?” 
 
    “What reputation? No one on this planet knows I’m a Quadrad except you,” Clarris said. 
 
    “No, I mean our reputation in the Colmarian Confederation. Everyone thinks the Quadrad are master criminals,” Garm said. 
 
    “I think that was due to the tele programs and folk songs and such.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when did that start? You killed one of the most important people in the entire empire—or galaxy. Is that what started the tele programs?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I don’t bother with that drivel. I think we had the reputation long ago. It started with first contact. Maybe it wasn’t as established, but it’s certainly far older than me and my activities,” Clarris said. 
 
    “But…” Garm began, but for once she was without words. 
 
    “I have to get back to work. I don’t want one of the early morning miners to come screaming after Nipo and me not be there to stop him. We’ll talk another day,” Clarris said, covering up to return to duty. 
 
    “Do you hide yourself because of the assassins?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. The snow gets in your mouth. You won’t notice it, but it sits along your lips and gums and will start to grind away your teeth if you aren’t careful,” she explained. 
 
    “Can you give me any advice on this area? On Nipo?” Garm called after her. 
 
    “I’m not sure I have any insights to offer that you don’t already know. Everything in this region is precisely as it seems,” the woman said, adding a friendly wave. 
 
      
 
    Garm had a lot of thinking to do. 
 
    There were no protocol or procedures for dealing with fellow Quadrad. Even the non-verbal Cant-speak that Garm utilized to get Clarris’s attention was meant for their home world. So they could give simple messages to one another without husbands or wives or neighbors overhearing. 
 
    Quadrad Cant wasn’t even meant to be secretive. Unless you were blind, you could tell someone was saying something non-verbally. Garm had merely said “Meet me over there,” and it took considerable effort. It was one of the many aspects of Quadrad training that Garm believed was useless. The Cant-speak had been invented before there were private electronic communications, yet the Quadrad still used it. They waved their arms around like maniacs and pretended it was subtle. 
 
    Of all the instruction Garm ever received, it was never even hinted that Quadrad would meet one another out in the field. Even her mentor, Gal-Modil, who had suggested that Garm cultivate a network of associates, never suggested it include other Quadrad. There simply weren’t that many of them, and the Colmarian Confederation was enormous. The chances of meeting one another were astronomical. 
 
    Garm read more about Clarris’s assassination of the Ank banker and the destruction of the Hydroponic Forests. Either one of those jobs would be enough to make her the most famous Quadrad ever. Or at least the most famous that Garm had ever heard about. 
 
    And it made Garm question everything. Were there actual Quadrad out here that were successful? Earlier generations who were true agents of change? Were the instructors back at Quadrad all failures? Those who can Quadrad, do; those who can’t, teach Quadrad Cant. 
 
    It was a tantalizing thought. But even if it was true, there were so few active Quadrad. Still, the potential existed for interaction—especially for accidental interaction. 
 
    Clarris’s presence here was a conundrum. Garm wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t need to have Zum go over the financials to realize that if Nipo took 75% they wouldn’t make any profit and this whole trip was wasted. Normally, she would simply put the screws to Nipo. But Clarris was protecting him. An actual, real-life Quadrad. 
 
    Even if Garm could outmaneuver Clarris, and that was a far-fetched assumption, her crew could easily be killed.  
 
    Not only that, but Garm had no intention of crossing Clarris. It simply wasn’t proper. Quadrad didn’t fight Quadrad. Yes, Garm had killed three of her instructors, but at the time she wasn’t an official Quadrad, and the instructors had already hired someone to kill her. But even if those instructors wanted her dead, they would never have assigned a Quadrad to kill her. It just wasn’t done. If Quadrad were in the business of assassinating Quadrad, they would quickly go extinct. 
 
    Clarris was amazing, but Garm didn’t want that life. She didn’t want to be hounded by an endless stream of bounty hunters and lay waste to the galaxy’s culture for the sake of change. That was not how Garm viewed success. She did not, in any way, begrudge Clarris. On the contrary, Garm was quite impressed by the woman. 
 
    But that didn’t alter the fact that she was standing in the way of Garm operating on this planet. The real question was, how did they proceed? 
 
    Clarris was here first. But Garm had no way of knowing that. She would never have come here if she’d known Clarris was already established. And Clarris said she almost shot Garm on two occasions. Since Garm didn’t know of them, she suspected Clarris had been hidden. Garm could have been killed without ever seeing her attacker and Clarris would have never known Garm had been a fellow Quadrad. 
 
    Those were real problems. 
 
    Garm pulled an all-nighter. This was not unusual for her, given that she didn’t sleep. She furthermore did not need stimulants to stay sharp despite the long hours. She was even more productive in such instances because there were no erratic crew members around to disturb her. 
 
    Garm used the time to write up a proposal. It detailed how Quadrad would resolve differences between themselves and it established the concept of territories. 
 
    It was not a lengthy or detailed document, merely a framework. And it was designed to be entirely voluntary. The home world of Quadrad would maintain a loose reporting of active Quadrad. And each Quadrad could, if she chose, report on her region of responsibility. This would be her territory. If another Quadrad wished to operate there, she would first have to get permission from the one who controlled the region so that their efforts did not work at cross-purposes, overlap, or bring them into conflict with each other. 
 
    Garm knew the idea of territory was controversial. There was a concept that Quadrad were itinerant implementers of chaos, constantly on the move. But to truly change things, you had to understand them and insert yourself into the processes, so they could be subverted or manipulated. And all that careful groundwork could be ruined by another Quadrad who wasn’t aware of your presence. 
 
    The universe was a dangerous, unkind place. Especially for biological lifeforms composed almost entirely of water and greed. You could train for thirty years, preparing for every likely scenario, yet get sucked into a spaceship engine in less than a second. Furthermore, Garm did not train as a librarian or painter—occupations where the main causes of death were loneliness and jealous lovers, respectively.  
 
    Garm was in a dangerous profession. And she sought to minimize that danger in every way she could envision. Because while she was alive, all options and possibilities were at her disposal. When she was dead, Garm expected her prospects would be severely limited. 
 
    The idea that Garm’s story would be inadvertently ended by a member of her distant home planet who was also a member of the same elite secret society was insanity. Compound it with the fact that her murderer was predisposed to being friendly with the person she was about to murder, and it was unacceptable to Garm. That was a bad joke. 
 
    When Garm encountered mistakes in her character or shortcomings in her preparations, she vigorously sought to correct them. Again, because life was easily discarded and you weren’t always allowed a do-over on your errors. But the only way Garm could have avoided being assassinated by Clarris would have been to sit forever on the spaceship, surrounded by metal, or make sure that Quadrad didn’t go around accidentally killing one another. 
 
    But how could they coordinate their efforts in the field without being compromised? 
 
    Teles were a distributed computing network. They had to be. If two people were standing two feet apart, it would be pointless to send messages to one another by first contacting a host server light years away. But teles were bleeding-edge technology of stupendous complexity with literally billions of dedicated experts constantly updating everything about them. As such, they were nearly impossible to hack or crack or intercept.  
 
    But the Quadrad didn’t have even one dedicated technology expert. So maintaining a database of every Quadrad was extremely dangerous. They would not be able to fully protect that information from prying eyes because science was constantly advancing and their people didn’t have the means to keep pace. In addition, teles were controlled and manufactured by the Colmarian Confederation government. Quadrad were attempting to undermine and influence the Colmarian Confederation government and using the government’s private tools to that end was not prudent. 
 
    So Garm proposed to protect territory information by making it cumbersome and requiring people to interact. If you wanted to know if a city had any active operatives, you would ask the home world of Quadrad. And they would post that someone was interested in that broad sector. And days, weeks, months later, those in that sector, would post back they were active. And you would continue to narrow down by solar system. Planet. Continent. City. Or however narrow you needed to go. If there was no response then no one was there. Or they were undeclared—which was their choice. 
 
    This would allow Quadrad to stay in deep cover and also not have some single point of failure by maintaining a big spreadsheet with the exact locations of every operative. 
 
    If two Quadrad should disagree, the one whose territory it was, held sway. If it went beyond that, they would have to return to their home world to work out their differences. With the procedures for that to be determined. But they were not to harass, fight, or in any way hinder one another in the field. They were Quadrad. 
 
    Garm sent a copy of her proposal to Clarris and a copy to Gal-Modil on Quadrad. 
 
    Clarris responded the next day, wanting to meet. 
 
    “I’ve only got a few minutes before I get back,” Clarris apologized. 
 
    “You got the draft proposal I sent?” Garm asked, hoping for Clarris’s approval. 
 
    “Indeed. I think it’s excellent. Well done,” she said. 
 
    “Oh. Thank you. I also sent a copy back home to see what they say.” 
 
    “Relying on Quadrad world is doubtful,” Clarris replied. “They are mired in the old ways.” 
 
    “True. But can we take a moment to address our current situation? You were here first. This is your territory. You know what we’re after, but with Nipo in the way, I don’t see it as possible. Is it okay if we wait for your departure or should we simply leave the planet and go elsewhere?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We can go and kill Section Master Nipo right now, if you like,” Clarris said blandly. 
 
    “What? I thought you had a contract with him.” 
 
    “I am a Quadrad. Agent of change. You are as well. By birth, by death. My contract with Nipo is of no value or interest to me and does not influence my decisions whatsoever. It was a convenience for his sake. But I did not come here to protect a non-descript administrator of a backward township,” Clarris stated. 
 
    “Well. Um. Do you want a share of our receipts? How do you want to do this?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We can work out the details later. I merely wanted to start this and get us both thinking. Nipo is, unfortunately, of value. Because without him this population is unstable. As for what I want, I will help you with your endeavors, if you help me with mine,” Clarris offered. 
 
    “What are you trying to accomplish?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I am going to destroy the city of Abarone-on-Shankir,” Clarris said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    The Treaty of the Cafeteria 
 
    Garm and her crew assembled in a large cafeteria on the Summer Dream Adventure later that night. Everyone was there, with Shellz using one of her portable systems to communicate, and even Klorr had been dug out of the snow and returned to the ship. 
 
    Clarris the Quadrad was also present. 
 
    “I’ve asked you all here to go over what we’re looking at for the next six months,” Garm began. “This is Clarris. She’s Section Master Nipo’s security and has agreed to work with us if we can assist her. She and I have shared history together. We come from the same home world.” 
 
    The crew sized up the woman. Saladon dismissed her as another inferior Colmarian, unworthy of further examination. Zum squinted and stared, trying to figure out her angle and what she enjoyed eating. Tobe kept inching closer hoping to cop a feel, but remembered the sharp chop to the throat and stepped back whenever Clarris looked in her direction. Tenner was intrigued by her past, poise, and her potential inside knowledge of the drug-dispensing medical pods. Shellz was happy to have more people to talk to. And Klorr stood facing the wrong direction. 
 
    “So if you’re turning on Nipo, why should we trust you?” Zum asked. 
 
    “I’m not turning on anyone,” Clarris replied. 
 
    “She thinks it’s best, and I agree, that she continue with her employment. She is able to give us insight into this city and its personnel that we don’t have,” Garm said. “As you know, Nipo has demanded 75% of whatever we make.” 
 
    “If we got Nipo’s security hanging out with the good guys, why don’t we just…” And Tenner drew his thumb across his neck, crossed his eyes, and lolled his mouth open. 
 
    “What would sticking your tongues out do?” Shellz asked, confused. 
 
    “Nipo has made himself indispensable,” Garm began. “He is the only planetary official in this city and he also is a very minor Colmarian Confederation government employee. He has control over every system and hoards and safeguards all information. If we killed him, we would not be able to conduct any operations here—well, we wouldn’t get paid for them.” 
 
    “The reason Nipo is so high-handed with you is because he is fielding offers from corporations and elected officials to rent or even buy the entire city,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Who would want to come here?” Saladon asked distastefully. 
 
    “Mining companies. There’s far more than thulium in this desert. And the city itself is worth a fortune,” Garm said. 
 
    “Why?” Tenner laughed. “The city’s empty.” 
 
    “Abarone-on-Shankir is worth billions,” Garm began. “The city was constructed during the boom years of mining when this region had almost infinite money. Because of the dust, it was designed to be self-maintaining. These buildings and infrastructure are perfectly intact and completely vacant. This desert, this entire continent, is full of natural resources. And Abarone-on-Shankir is the only city capable of pivoting instantly into a mining capital.” 
 
    “Another one of the offers Nipo is considering comes from a governor on an overpopulated planet. They want to relocate three million of their citizens here.” 
 
    “In any scenario, this city would be revitalized overnight and Nipo would collect a lot of money,” Garm said. “That’s why he doesn’t care about us.” 
 
    “A crew doing a bunch of charity work probably isn’t the best advertisement for a location,” Zum agreed. 
 
    “So why doesn’t he kick us out?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Because those deals take time and are complicated,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yes. He’s been negotiating some of these offers for years. But he also doesn’t want you to complain to the Colmarian government and say he’s blocking outreach programs,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Which is why he’s trying to make it unappealing, but not impossible,” Zum said, nodding. 
 
    “Clarris, what do you want here?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “I managed to talk her down from her original intentions,” Garm said, chuckling. 
 
    “There are pockets of rare minerals I have located. No one else knows about them yet. But I need your help,” Clarris said. 
 
    “None of us knows crap about mining,” Tenner said. 
 
    “We don’t need to. She’s using us as a distraction. The locals can do the mining,” Garm explained. 
 
    “Nipo makes them run exercises now and then to keep the equipment maintained and not lose the expertise,” Clarris added. “In case mining companies return.” 
 
    “Right. Which is why we’ll have to drop our idea of stealing some of the machines. Nipo will never let them go,” Garm said. 
 
    “The last company seemed to have left this place in a hurry. You know anything about that?” Zum asked suspiciously. 
 
    “That was before my time. I’ve been here less than a year. But as I understand it, the company simply went bankrupt,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Which would explain why they abandoned everything. A bank or creditors aren’t going to come here and try and repossess mining gear they can’t find and don’t understand,” Garm said. 
 
    “If Nipo is swiping 75%, what’s the point?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Our goal is to start the programs. Get them up and running. The Colmarian government doesn’t pay in advance for charity work,” Garm said. 
 
    “That’s true. It will take us months to collect,” Zum agreed. 
 
    “Once Nipo signs off and authorizes, we can…renegotiate at a later point,” Garm said. 
 
    “And what precisely is this woman adding that we are incapable of doing on our own?” Saladon asked, pointing at Clarris. 
 
    “It’s pretty clear that Nipo is a slippery character. Having Clarris able to feed us information just might save our necks,” Garm said. 
 
    “Not mine,” Shellz said. 
 
    “I feel obliged to add that the local population is quite unstable. Even giving them charity will be difficult. I’ve been fighting them at their most drugged since I’ve been here,” Clarris said. 
 
    “Exactly. And she can help smooth things with Nipo and keep us appraised of his dealings and movements. Kind of what Tobe usually does—without the sex,” Garm said. 
 
    “Hey. I think she is the same species as Garm,” Tobe stated excitedly. 
 
    “We already went over that,” Tenner said. “So what minerals are you digging up while we’re doing our thing?” 
 
    “That’s my business,” Clarris replied sternly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m aware of what she’s doing. We won’t be involved in any way other than as a distraction to Nipo,” Garm said. 
 
    “How do we distract Nipo? Dance around in circles?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “Nipo hates not being in control. It is how he has maintained his grip on the city. He is going to want to micromanage everything you are doing. Which will allow me to oversee the mining without him knowing,” Clarris said. 
 
    “How is one person going to get a freighter’s worth of ore out of here without him knowing?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Let her worry about that. Let’s just say it’s not that kind of resource,” Garm said. “Though I have offered her the use of Klorr now and then if she can navigate him into place.” 
 
    “And time isn’t a concern,” Tenner said. 
 
    Everyone looked at the Gandrine, who still faced the opposite wall and hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Why don’t we help Nipo get those companies here? An extra three million people would be fun,” Tobe said, fantasizing about all the sexual opportunities it would provide. 
 
    “Nipo is an obstinate jerk, but he’s just one person and he doesn’t mind if we’re crooks. Those other groups have layer after layer of accounting, legal, engineering, and whatever else to deal with,” Garm said. “If we have a thousand experts come and evaluate our operations, they’ll figure out we’re con artists and rat us out to the authorities.” 
 
    “So is Clarris going to be an official crew member? Do I need to cook for one more?” Zum asked. 
 
    “No. This is a mutually beneficial agreement. She does her part. We do ours,” Garm said. 
 
    “If it’s not asking too much, I would like to partake of a meal now and then. Captain Garm has spoken very highly of your expertise in the kitchen. Nipo’s private food reserves, which I draw from, are nothing to brag about,” Clarris said. 
 
    “I’d be honored. Just give me a list of what you enjoy,” Zum replied. 
 
    “I assume I eat what Garm eats,” Clarris said. 
 
    “I suspect she eats less sugar. And fat. Make my meals, except healthy,” Garm said. “Zum, tomorrow you’ll go with Nipo and agree to his terms. Once he formally registers our charities, we’ll begin operations. We’re going to have to play it loose because we all know how volatile the people of this city are.” 
 
    “So is she going to be there?” Tobe asked, pointing to Clarris. 
 
    “Yes. She’s still going to be working as Nipo’s security. So don’t say ‘hi’ to her or ask her any questions or give away our connection,” Garm said. 
 
    “I look forward to working with you all—secretly,” Clarris said. The woman bowed crisply and marched out of the ship.  
 
    Everyone else chatted amongst themselves and drifted away. Tenner stayed behind with Garm. When they were all gone, other than Klorr, Tenner spoke to his captain. 
 
    “There’s something else going on here, Garm. I know you well enough to understand that anyone you’re instantly friends with, and comes from your home world, is probably as evil as you are. Do you trust Clarris?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “I trust she won’t murder me,” Garm said. 
 
    “That’s great for you, what about the rest of us?” he asked. 
 
    Garm sighed. 
 
    “She has a lot less patience than I do and hasn’t learned to appreciate all our colorful quirks. I recommend everyone on the crew not antagonize her or act like idiots,” she replied. 
 
    Tenner threw up his arms. 
 
    “Have you met our crew? Why don’t you ask us to make some miracles while we’re at it? Cure old age or make farts sound like violins. The only normal one out of us is Klorr. And watch this—” Tenner undid the front of his trousers and walked next to the Gandrine 
 
    “Don’t urinate on my bosun. Especially in our cafeteria,” Garm demanded. 
 
    “No one eats in here. The floor is too squeaky. Besides, I can’t pee when someone’s looking. But the point is, Klorr is the only polite member of our crew because he’s not actually here. He lives in last week,” Tenner exclaimed, pulling up his pants and facing Garm. Tenner turned back, reached up, and patted the Gandrine on the thigh. “No offense intended. I love you, Klorr.” 
 
    “Tenner, once a week Clarris shoots a local. Probably because he was high on drugs and she found him aggravating. But the locals can rejuvenate in their medical pods and you can’t. This kind of behavior is exactly what you should avoid. Maybe refrain from getting drunk for a while,” Garm suggested. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’m a quarter drunk right now,” he said. 
 
    “What’s a quarter drunk?” Garm asked, irritated. 
 
    “Less than a half but more than a third.” 
 
    “A quarter isn’t more than a third.” 
 
    “Yeah. Because you’re not drunk!” 
 
    Garm rubbed the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “If you didn’t drink or do drugs or be so damn…Tenner Tashly, you could be the best officer with your pick of any organization,” Garm said. 
 
    “Haven’t you figured out yet that I don’t want to be the best officer? I don’t even want to be a good officer. Just saying it is a combination of disgusting, exhausting, and something else to me,” Tenner replied, shivering in horror at the concept.  
 
    He popped out a hidden flask in his sleeve and helped himself to another drink. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    Disturbing Developments 
 
    Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang had been combing the galaxy for Quadrad when she was suddenly called back to one of the planets she had previously examined. It was an unusual request, but not extraordinary. And since she was not having any success in her efforts, she didn’t mind retracing her footsteps and spending a few nights in a familiar place.  
 
    She meandered through the spaceport and city, expecting it to be another bureaucratic blunder that caused her to be rerouted. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary and the local news was as concerned with their regular issues as they always were. But upon entering the dinner café she had once sat in, observing an off-key Quadrad singer for months, she found the interior of the building had been taken over by forensics specialists. 
 
    Before Lizo-Wang could fully take in the scene, a small woman with green, scaly skin and shiny eyes approached her from the side. 
 
    “I need you to submit to a Full Verification,” Deputy Asphalt Purchaser Macarra stated. 
 
    “Ugh. Again? I’m getting old enough that I’m not certain if I have the body fluids to comply,” Lizo-Wang replied. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s necessary.” 
 
    Six hours later, with the identities of both women secure, they spoke in one of the corner booths of the café. 
 
    “So what’s this about?” Lizo-Wang asked, exhausted from the verification process. 
 
    “The Quadrad you identified here.” 
 
    “The singer?” 
 
    “Yes. She was operating from this venue. It turns out she was directing much of the politics of this nation as well as most of the criminal elements on the entire planet,” Macarra replied. 
 
    Lizo-Wang shook her head. 
 
    “I followed her for months. She didn’t do anything that I saw. If she was a criminal mastermind, she certainly wasn’t spending any of her money.” 
 
    “Yes, I read your reports. They all made perfect sense. But if I was someone who was comfortable with things that made perfect sense, I wouldn’t be working in the Colmarian government. I took some of your audio recordings and I had a team cross-reference them with the background noise of tele calls made from this café over the course of some years,” Macarra said.  
 
    She then sent the technical analysis to Lizo-Wang’s tele. 
 
    “This is too complicated for me to understand. I’m not an audio expert,” the kitchen staff supervisor said, after skimming the 1,538 page report. 
 
    “While music is subjective, it was clear that the Quadrad was singing…poorly while you were here. Two standard deviations off her normal variances,” Macarra explained. 
 
    “Her voice got worse? Maybe she had an accident? Or lost her singing coach. It is my understanding that our voices naturally change over time. My own voice is certainly duller and more laden with regret than when I was a vibrant young woman,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Yes. But on a further hunch, I had a team examine her apartment. They found two glasses taken from this restaurant.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. She didn’t earn a lot of money and she might steal some utensils from the kitchen to augment her own living conditions,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Agreed. The glasses were placed in her cabinet with the rest. But even though she used them, and washed them, she left certain areas dirty: the parts that contained your DNA.” 
 
    “What?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “She had taken two glasses from here that you had personally used. We believe she was aware of your presence and occupation,” Macarra said. 
 
    “And she was singing off-key to try and…” 
 
    “Get you to leave. Or otherwise conceal her true activities,” Macarra said. 
 
    “But I was here for a long while and saw no illicit contacts. No contacts at all with the local political element.” 
 
    “She gave coded messages to one. Used a courier service with another. Hypnosis on a third.” 
 
    “Hypnosis?” 
 
    “Yes. Embedded in her singing. None of them were aware that she was behind the influence,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Forgive me, but this all seems a bit far-fetched.” 
 
    “She uncovered one of our field agents, traced him back to our safehouse, and murdered six operatives, including two combat specialists. An overzealous counterattack on our part destroyed her and the building she was in—and a nearby pet store.” 
 
    “This is very surprising news,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “There’s more. A Quadrad you discovered some while ago was commanding a criminal enterprise that spanned three solar systems. The woman in the insane asylum.” 
 
    “The space lobster?” Lizo-Wang asked, shocked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. She passed numerous brain scans, psychological profiles, and sat babbling for months. I witnessed it myself.” 
 
    “You have to understand that our psychological tools, including neural scans, are not very sophisticated. We only have true behavioral analysis for about 1% of the species that make up the Colmarian Confederation. And Quadrad are not among them.” 
 
    “But she had no interactions with the outside world. She couldn’t possibly manage an organization that large,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “She was allowed pets.” 
 
    “Yes. Lobsters! The doctors found she was calmer when permitted time to be with ‘her people,’” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Precisely. They would give her some crustaceans, wait a week, and then remove them. Ostensibly, so she would not grow attached to any particular animals. Then they would provide her with new ones. We believe it was principally a way for the hospital staff to enjoy weekly lobster dinners.” 
 
    “Do you think she was passing complex, criminal instructions by communicating it to the lobsters?” Lizo-Wang asked sarcastically. 
 
    “She was etching microscopic instructions on their shells. The staff would cook and eat them, then discard the remnants. Which would then be picked up by the crime syndicate the Quadrad controlled,” Macarra said. 
 
    “And you have proof of this? How much information could she scratch on a lobster shell?” 
 
    “We recovered seventeen sets over some months. She averaged 8,000 words per shell,” Macarra said. 
 
    “That is a lot of words,” Lizo-Wang conceded. “How did you uncover this?” 
 
    “By accident. One of our informants on another world had mentioned ‘the arthropod queen had given instructions.’ And we went digging.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    “She killed twenty-three officers who were sent to apprehend her. She ended up dying from exhaustion,” Macarra stated. 
 
    “This is unbelievable. I have records of scores of Quadrad having completely pathetic lives. Getting run over by cars. Their training does not equip them for the modern galaxy,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Yes. And we suspect that is at least partially true. However, you also reported on your own misgivings. You felt it was improbable for such skilled assassins to end up as such incompetent blunderers. And you spent significant time scrutinizing the women because of your doubts. But in the end, you attributed your concerns to wishful thinking,” Macarra said. 
 
    “They have extensive fighting abilities, but the manipulation of advanced societies does not hinge upon punching ears or poking eyeballs. They receive almost no technical education at all,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “It might be prudent to cease thinking of Quadrad as skills training and think of it as a religion,” Macarra said. “Undoubtedly their schooling is subpar. But they instill in these young women ideas and ideals. And once they are out here, some might adapt to the Colmarian Confederation and attempt to implement their philosophy using more practical methods.” 
 
    “I am baffled by this series of revelations. I am willing to resign if that is what is recommended,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “No one doubts your abilities or commitment. Least of all me. You have managed to uncover more Quadrad than millions of your colleagues and predecessors.” 
 
    “Yet I was deceived.” 
 
    “We all were. Whether by intention or design, the Quadrad have created operatives who can function not only in plain sight, but under direct scrutiny by our best counterintelligence forces. The Quadrad are Colmarian, yet they exist apart. Segregated more than almost any other member nation. They are not familiar with the rigid order of our government,” Macarra stated. 
 
    “What order?” 
 
    “The Colmarian Confederation is exceptionally disciplined and complex. It is, however, unbelievably large. It is like one of those games of ‘tele’ where you verbally pass a message down the line and it becomes more and more incomprehensible with each retelling.” 
 
    “And our line of messengers spans the entire galaxy,” Lizo-Wang completed. 
 
    “Exactly. A billion billion planets have to attempt to implement the same policies that they might not even have the capacity to comprehend because they are unique and divergent species.” 
 
    “And you’re saying the Quadrad can slip through and around this because they aren’t used to it?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “It is merely a hypothesis.” 
 
    “Even still, there aren’t many of them in the Colmarian Confederation. Theirs is a hermit kingdom,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Do you know for certain there aren’t many?” Macarra asked. 
 
    “Well, we can’t be numerically sure. Not even the Quadrad keep track of the Quadrad.” 
 
    “I have an estimate,” Macarra said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They don’t keep track. But they also don’t possess spaceships. They must rely on others for travel to and from their home world. And we monitor all space traffic. We know exactly how many ships have visited their planet over the millennia. And we can extrapolate how many Quadrad those ships could transport,” Macarra said. 
 
    “But you don’t know how many went back. And how many died out here. Based upon anecdotal evidence, the Quadrad are a fairly long-lived member species. But they could have drowned in oceans or fallen into volcanoes and we’d never know,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “That is true. But we still have a range, accounting for those various factors.” 
 
    “What’s the range?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “On the low end, there are 4,238 Quadrad in the Confederation. On the high end, there are 32,716.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang paused at those numbers. They far exceeded the thousand or so that she believed were in circulation. 
 
    “By the way, I have fixed your cost center,” Macarra added. 
 
    “Thank you. It was becoming truly bothersome.” 
 
    “But you now have a task force protecting you.” 
 
    “Protecting me from what?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    As if on cue, a man walked near them carrying a cup. Just a regular drinking cup with a lid. Four agents descended from the ceiling and one jumped out from a pillar and tackled the cup-carrying man. 
 
    “Drop the iced tea, asshole!” one of the agents yelled. 
 
    “It’s coffee!” the man on the ground cried. 
 
    The task force scooped him up and dragged him away before anyone could even say anything. Lizo-Wang sighed. 
 
    “And how many people are in the task force protecting me from tea?”  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure. But between you and me, I’ve heard whispers that they are planning an invasion of the Sodordia planet to stem the flow of water,” Macarra replied. 
 
    “What’s that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “You can’t make iced tea without water,” Macarra replied. 
 
    “It wasn’t even iced tea. It was—” 
 
    “I would not speak of it if I were you,” Macarra interrupted. 
 
    “Can I call them off?” 
 
    “Of course. If you can figure out how. I was not able to,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Ridiculous.” 
 
    “Not only that, but a few months ago you ate some legumes.” 
 
    “Legumes?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “It was on your expense report. A local dish. Fri-tare? Or Frittare?” Macarra asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Did that create an anti-tea security task force?” 
 
    “No. But our government found a continent on a planet that shares your name. Lizo-Wang. Not uncommon considering how many planets we have. In any case, we dropped enough legumes on that region to feed the planet for decades. That is, if the population was capable of digesting legumes—which it isn’t. And if we didn’t drop the food from low orbit.” 
 
    “What happened?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Most life there was annihilated. Though I’ve been told the conditions are now perfect for the cultivation of legumes.” 
 
    “This is insanity. This mission has caused nothing but trouble. For everyone,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Last quarter, your expense reports were more deadly to Colmarian citizens than three major forms of cancer combined,” Macarra agreed. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this. Yes, we’re like a game of tele, but this is truly bizarre.” 
 
    “I concur. And I’m beginning to wonder if this is not merely coincidence. Usually when something goes wrong in our government, it is merely a waste. Like if the wrong tools are sent to a project, they don’t do a different job with those tools, they do nothing. However, it is worth noting that some Quadrad know about you.” 
 
    “And you suspect they are attempting to assassinate me with expense reports?” Lizo-Wang asked skeptically. “I’m not a commando or combat expert. I’m merely a rapidly aging woman with a rapidly expanding level of cynicism. If a Quadrad wanted me dead, and knew about my location, she could simply kick me to death. Why would they seek to entangle themselves in our civic machinery? Our government is barely capable of assassinating people even when the instructions are clear.” 
 
    “Judging by these last examples, the Quadrad seem to cling to the shadows even if it causes tremendous personal inconvenience.” 
 
    “Like giving sermons to lobsters,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Precisely. This is potentially a new kind of threat. A threat we have not prepared for. One in which our own ponderous administration is turned against itself.” 
 
    “It would not be an efficient means of assault, but we could drop legumes on planets almost non-stop,” Lizo-Wang said. “I don’t know. Mistakes often happen, but the errors tend to mirror the size of the original request. Maybe I’m causing so much destruction because my budget is so large. I don’t need access to this much money. Can you reduce my budget?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s getting bigger,” Macarra replied. 
 
    “Why? I can’t spend it now. Not even close.” 
 
    “I know. But this Quadrad activity, and your reports leading up to it, have gained new attention. The senior wheelchair alignment coordinator has taken an interest.” 
 
    “Um. I’m not familiar with that job title,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “I wasn’t either. I ran a report, and it seems that 83.486% of all departments in our government report to him. While simultaneously, 83.397% of all departments don’t report to him.” 
 
    “What, uh, so what does that mean?” Lizo-Wang asked, suspecting she didn’t want to know the answer. 
 
    “To complete your tasks, you’ve been given an additional cost center.” 
 
    “Oh, no. How much?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Almost 3% of the entire Colmarian Confederation’s gross domestic product is now funneled through your personal expense reports,” Macarra explained. 
 
    “But I can’t hire anyone! Not really. They have to already be assigned to this. What can I do with that money? Give my secretary a few quadrillion credits as a holiday bonus?” 
 
    “You could.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang felt defeated. All of this was terrible information. 
 
    “I’m tired and hungry,” Lizo-Wang said, putting her hand on her forehead. “I suppose I can buy us dinner. I have the budget. If you’re up for talking over food.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but I’m going to do everything in my power to avoid being on the same planet as you while you’re eating,” Macarra replied with alarm. “I’ve seen the unintended victims. If you could please hold off on your meal for a few hours, I should be able to reach my shuttle. We’re almost done here.” 
 
    “Very well. So what am I supposed to do now? I’ve failed to find any partial-Quadrad doing careless work that I could put on a show trial to convince the galaxy they are worthless,” Lizo-Wang stated. 
 
    “Your orders have changed. You’re to locate the Quadrad operating in secrecy, and then eliminate them in secrecy. We will not be able to prevent news of these last Quadrad from leaking out. Their reputations will grow no matter what we do. But we are no longer concerned with the impression of the Quadrad and we are now concerned with their actual efforts,” Macarra explained. 
 
    “I do have one lead. A Quadrad named Garm. But I haven’t had any luck locating her. Maybe I can put out fliers or solicit anonymous tips,” Lizo-Wang joked. 
 
    Angry shouts of “iced tea” rose from outside the café, followed by automatic gunfire. The two women looked that way, wondering what the task force was up to. 
 
    “If it is the Quadrad who are behind your expense report issues, sooner or later they are going to kill you. And before they manage that, they will likely kill many innocent people using the blunt instrument of our government. For the integrity of the Colmarian Confederation, not to mention your own safety, I suggest you take this very seriously,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Trust me, Deputy Asphalt Purchaser, I am taking it seriously. It is merely that I do not look forward to trying to assassinate the assassins who are trying to assassinate me,” Lizo-Wang stated ruefully. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    Sailing the Poison Ocean 
 
    Garm had modified the collection of charity programs she and her crew were going to provide to the city of Abarone-on-Shankir based upon further analysis. 
 
    Although her chief, Saladon, concluded that the drugs the population abused were not physically addictive, they were clearly psychologically addictive. Clarris suggested they not even attempt to ween the people off the chemicals. The drugs produced by the medical pods were an integral part of their culture and they could scarcely imagine a life without them.  
 
    They also couldn’t steal any mining equipment without invoking the ire of Nipo, who was fully aware of their worth. Not only was the machinery valuable monetarily, it was extremely expensive to ship it from other regions. The fact that it was here already was a great incentive to any companies that wished to resume mining operations. They merely had to invest and provide an opportunity to ship the mined materials off the planet. 
 
    Garm had originally thought of helping remove hazardous runoff and waste. Klorr could wade neck-deep in a mixture of cyanide and plutonium sludge and not be bothered. That would work fine if there were concentrated areas of poison. However, the entire region was mildly toxic. It wasn’t a simple matter of plowing or scraping it away. It was damn near everywhere. 
 
    So they had shifted their strategies to providing food, water, and medical support. 
 
    Water was the easiest. The Summer Dream Adventure could produce an enormous amount of drinking water. Their swimming pools alone, which were filled with chlorine and mild antiseptics, were still healthier to drink than anything the locals had. 
 
    It’s not that the city couldn’t get water. They could. But it was cumbersome and labor-intensive. They’d fill tanks with mine water and it would slowly drip into something potable. But the containers and filters had to be cleaned after each use and the metal residue scraped away by hand. After decades of use, the filters were in bad shape. If nothing else, Garm’s crew could properly clean and update the town’s water systems and allow them a few years of easier generation. 
 
    Tenner had cautioned against giving away food, even if the ship could provide it. Tenner also cautioned against having locals enter the ship at all for fear they would rob it or otherwise get rowdy. They simply didn’t have the police force to keep them in check. So direct food distribution was put on hold for the meantime. 
 
    Zum was busy negotiating the charity work with Nipo. Her quartermaster gave Garm regular tele updates. Not surprisingly, Nipo was quite clever with finances. The contract frameworks were complicated and Nipo sought to get every advantage he could imagine. And his imagination was vibrant when it came to cheating others out of money. 
 
    While the rest of the crew were making preparations, Garm and Tenner went fishing. 
 
    They convinced the fishing guild to allow them to come along and remove three or four small fish for cloning and breeding purposes. 
 
    Garm had prepared for the journey based on Tenner’s descriptions. She knew it would be dangerous to bring a bunch of food and water with them, so they instead utilized inhalers. Saladon concocted aerosol sprays that could be breathed in. They would provide a basic amount of nutrients and hydration. One spray was based on Tenner’s species and one for Garm’s—and they were different enough Colmarians that if they attempted to swap inhalers, they would get sick. The aerosols would keep them alive but not much else. They had enough spray to survive for two weeks. 
 
    The fishing party consisted of three boats. Not including Garm and Tenner, there were twelve men in the group. For sustenance, the fishermen lived on a concentrated paste. It was a fish gruel that they would stick between their lips and gums and keep there for hours. It started out dark black in color and when they finally discarded it, it would be white. Apparently, they slowly absorbed the food value of the stuff while not wasting valuable energy eating and digesting. It was just a peculiar adaptation designed for long-duration fishing expeditions underground. They got their water by scooping and gravity-filtering it from the mines. 
 
    The tunnels that made up the ocean were almost universally thirty feet in diameter. That was the size of the drilling machines that had bored out this region. There were smaller tributaries that had occurred naturally due to collapse, and there were some truly vast caverns that had contained large ore deposits that were excavated. The tunnels usually had fifteen feet of slow-moving water. Though some areas were entirely flooded while others were bone dry. 
 
    Once the fishing party got moving and went deeper into the mines, Garm felt that Tenner had been generous in his descriptions of the ocean. Probably because he had been drunk or high the first time he went.  
 
    The underground ocean was a horrible, fetid place. 
 
    Both Garm and Tenner wore respirators with emergency oxygen because the air down here was heavy and rank. There was a consistent sulphuric, metallic stench.  
 
    Dust was present underground as well, but not as dense as on the surface. Garm had expected there would be huge areas of mud where the dust had mixed with the mine water. But the magical snow was not hindered by water. It would sit on top of the ocean, just like it sat everywhere else, and when it was disturbed, it would simply float away. Saladon had tried to explain the peculiar molecular and electrostatic qualities of the dust, but Garm didn’t understand her. 
 
    The small fishing boats were covered with lights. That was at least one thing they had in abundance in the mining community. The labyrinth of tunnels was perfectly illuminated by white light. 
 
    But the visibility ended at the water. Nothing could penetrate the murky ocean. Tenner said that if you fell overboard, you’d not only float, but you’d practically land with a bang. The water was imbued with so many minerals and metals that it was disingenuous to even refer to it as water. However, if you did fall in and didn’t get out immediately, your clothes and pockets and whatever else would fill up and saturate, and you’d sink. The best swimmer in the galaxy couldn’t hope to escape the heavy water. They were outfitted with makeshift life preservers, but they could only forestall the inevitable for a short while. 
 
    The fishermen didn’t speak much on the journey. They didn’t expend energy unless they absolutely had to. Their cheeks and lips were puffed out because of the fish paste and it made them look comical despite their serious demeanors. 
 
    Garm spoke with Tenner to pass the time and she read her tele, getting updates on the crew’s preparations. Tele reception was spotty on the ocean. Garm had thought nothing could block the amazing devices. But apparently miles of rock, metal, and mild radioactivity could just about do it. 
 
    Tenner was, not surprisingly, drunk or drugged. Garm was certain of it. She didn’t dress him down for his behavior because she didn’t want to call attention to it. Now that they were alone with the fishermen, lost in the underground, surrounded by poison, Garm felt it prudent to keep their wealth private. Whether the fishermen would attempt to steal Tenner’s supply of narcotics was unclear, but Garm wasn’t going to risk it by berating her first mate. 
 
    The boats were equipped with motors, but they didn’t travel very fast. Not only was the water too thick, and the tunnels too narrow and windy, but these were abandoned mines. There could be all sorts of jutting equipment and formations just underneath them. If the boats should capsize, they only had moments to rescue everyone before they vanished.  
 
    While the water was not tremendously deep, getting unfiltered gulps in your mouth, lungs, or stomach could cause damage. And they were days away from medical supplies. 
 
    Any dry land more than a few feet in size they came across would trigger a stop. The fishing party would get out and take turns on the tiny beachfront property stretching and exercising and otherwise preventing themselves from going insane. 
 
    The actual fishing was more or less a useless activity. They held onto simple lines festooned with hooks. They hauled them back and forth over and over. They had nets, but they didn’t much use them because it was difficult to drag them quick enough to catch anything. 
 
    On the second day in the depths, Garm was beginning to get fidgety. Fishing was about as far from her ideal activity as anything could possibly be. Furthermore, they had caught exactly zero fish. They hadn’t even gotten any nibbles. 
 
    “How far away is the city at this point?” Garm asked. She knew enough not to ask if they were lost—but that’s what she was asking.  
 
    The fishermen seemed to rely on no maps, no teles, no markings on walls or ceilings that she could ascertain. Garm didn’t really believe in an afterlife, but if there was one, she didn’t want to reach it due to a fishing misadventure. 
 
    But the men ignored her question, continuing to stare placidly into the void, their faces swollen with fish slime. 
 
    Garm felt a tug on her line. This had happened at least a hundred times during their explorations. She would get excited only to find it was nothing. The water was not uniform and the pasty currents could mimic a fish. Or the sinkers or hooks could snag on debris.  
 
    The fishing lines were bodily attached to each individual. This allowed them to move around the boat, or even between boats, and prevent the vessels from crashing or flipping in the tight confines of the caves. 
 
    All at once, the fishermen on her boat began shouting and jostling around. It was the most activity Garm had seen in the men and she turned this way and that to understand what they were interested in. She was suddenly elbow-deep in the water and being further pulled in. 
 
    Garm braced her legs and tried to haul back. The line wasn’t merely held in her hands, but was secured to her person. She felt strong arms grab hold of her, and was about to say something when her entire upper torso was submerged. 
 
    Garm was not exactly a city girl, Quadrad not having any real metropolises worth mentioning. But she certainly wasn’t a country girl, either. Her exposure to wildlife was very limited. She had encountered and fought many beings vastly stronger than herself. But she had never dealt with actual animals. The bestial strength, fury, and intensity of the mutant fish was totally foreign to Garm. 
 
    The concerted efforts of the fishermen, as well as Garm’s own survival instincts, managed to return her to the surface. 
 
    “Tenner,” Garm yelled. 
 
    “Whuh?” the first mate slurred. 
 
    “Get off my mask!” 
 
    Her respirator had filled with water and she was in danger of drowning while surrounded by air. But Tenner was voluntarily incapacitated and he did nothing. 
 
    Garm felt a clumsy hand yank and pull at her head, knowing it to be one of the fishermen. With the fish trying to rip off her arms and a fisherman trying to rip off her suffocating head, it was not a good situation. He finally figured out the clasps and the respirator was removed. 
 
    The other boats were not idle. They were trying to coral the fish with poles and nets to keep it from running. 
 
    Garm’s boat was being pulled sideways. That was the strength of the fish. Garm realized with a panic that no amount of finesse or agility or cleverness could prevent the creature from ripping her arms clean off her body. 
 
    Lines were never swapped between fishermen. Not only was it a cumbersome process, but it increased the odds of losing the fish dramatically. Even if another man wanted to take over, he wouldn’t dare try. But from the assortment of shouts and commands between the fishermen, Garm could tell it wouldn’t really matter who was holding on to this beast. 
 
    Now that she could breathe and had a moment to think, she knew she had to reposition herself or the boat was in danger of flipping over. 
 
    “Move! I’m going to port,” she shouted. 
 
    The fishermen adjusted their grips and positions in the boat to allow her room. It was a tight mob of bodies around Garm and she was barely able to keep hold of the fish. 
 
    Once she reached the bow of the ship, the pain was much less severe because the boat was able to move forward with less resistance. Garm had essentially been a trailer hitch pulling a boatful of people and supplies sideways on a metallic river. 
 
    They started the engine and used it to try and keep pace with the fish. If it went under and behind, Garm and her attendants had to quickly shift their positions, stepping over Tenner’s useless form. There wasn’t much room for the fish to go from side to side. 
 
    The fish pulled her arms back into the water and Garm felt her hands burning. She was wearing gloves but they had been sliced and shredded by the fishing line. It wasn’t that the water was so caustic it was burning her flesh, it was that her hands were now cut and bleeding. 
 
    Garm had the capability of disconnecting the line. It had been explained to her briefly at the start of their journey.  
 
    “You can cut loose,” one of the fishermen yelled to her. She only briefly saw his face, but his eyes showed panic. It was clear he was worried that the fish could sink them. 
 
    But Garm was stubborn. She did not give in easily or even hard. This was a true battle. This was what she had come down here for, starved herself for, and sat for days in a cramped boat for. 
 
    Back and forth they went, with Garm getting better at reading the tension on the line at each pass. The fishermen held on to her and each other and the boat. Even still, when the fish lunged, four people were flung into the air and then slammed to the deck.  
 
    In one sense, Garm had it easiest because she was surrounded by fleshy shock absorbers. The men were bashed and battered against the ship and they grunted, yelled, and one was even crying. 
 
    The other boats realized they were causing more harm than good and they moved far away. The fish was too big to be scared of them slapping at the water and they risked their boats colliding. 
 
    Garm was pulled to the stern of the ship and they were trying to steer backwards. The boat did not have a sizeable rudder. It mostly steered by using the motor. So going backwards caused them to lose considerable control as the propeller didn’t spin fast in reverse. 
 
    The mine tunnel they were in took a sharp turn and the fish followed it. 
 
    “Hold on, we’re going to hit,” one of the fishermen shouted. 
 
    The side of the boat smashed into the tunnel wall, unable to make the sharp turn. A chunk of the boat was destroyed and Garm’s body screamed as they scraped along the wall and the fish kept pulling. 
 
    “Whoa,” Tenner said, looking around. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Screw you, Tenner! Worthless bastard,” Garm yelled. 
 
    “Heh. That’s true,” he said, lying back down. 
 
    “Line is going to snap,” one of the fishermen said. 
 
    “Incoming!”  
 
    Garm heard a revving engine and then one of the other boats rammed them. This was enough to knock them clear of the wall, but it almost sent the group over the side. The ship began to take on water on the mid-starboard from where it hit the wall. They had no spare hands, other than Tenner, who appeared to be sleeping. 
 
    Three other fishermen jumped aboard to assist. They used poles to help keep them clear from the walls, and began to bail out the water. 
 
    They had been battling the fish for three hours at this point and, if anything, it seemed to be growing stronger. The line was perpetually in danger of snapping. Whenever the fish bolted, the men would lose their grip and get thrown around like the playthings of a wealthy child in the midst of a tantrum. And Garm was in a consistent state of anguish. 
 
    But Garm was no stranger to pain.  
 
    Quadrad training provided much opportunity for the girls and women to swap stories and anecdotes. They would talk about classes and experiences with instructors—the ins and outs of navigating the difficult world of the Quadrad. But one set of “classes” was never discussed: Torture. 
 
    Quadrad underwent both physical and mental torture every year of their training. It was not only to prepare the women to be able to withstand it, it was an effort to illuminate and remove any weaknesses they might possess. 
 
    Garm was not a masochist, or even a sadist, but she was thankful for the training. All the other classes were competitions against students and/or teachers. But torture was a fight with herself.  
 
    There was no chance of escape. There was no chance of overpowering her abusers or outsmarting them or turning the tables. Garm had to endure. And to do that, she had to be able to acknowledge and ignore her own vulnerabilities. 
 
    They would not simply strap a student to a table and begin work. That was too easy. And it would be ineffective, because the young Quadrad would be aware it was part of the program. And thus, she knew it would end.  
 
    They made elaborate scenarios to fully immerse the budding Quadrad. One year they staged a planetary invasion, where they were abducted by the attacking species. One year, Garm had been taken by her then-boyfriend, who had grown angry at the course of their relationship. Another time, an instructor had wanted to put Garm in her place and make her drop out of the program. 
 
    All of these and more were fake. But there was enough realism that it added bite to the proceedings. Under extreme duress, a victim could convince themselves the situations were absolutely true and real and they had no choice but to submit. 
 
    The torture sessions were what made the Quadrad truly Quadrad.  
 
    They were the single most common cause for women dropping out and, while it was rare, some would even die under the proceedings. But if they could tolerate it year after year, the students would become so mentally tough that any hardships that came at them later in their lives were almost trivial by comparison. 
 
    Garm had no problem dealing with the pain she was experiencing holding on to the fish. The difficulty was keeping her logical mind active and able to respond. She could not simply shut down and endure or the fish would tear her body apart. She had to shift her positions, give her various limbs a break, and otherwise anticipate and correct, all while under intense agony. 
 
    While being stubborn had its uses, knowing when to quit was even more important. No one would call you brave or tough if you tried to punch your way through an active volcano. You’d be a dead moron. 
 
    If Garm was permanently injured catching a fish, she might become a folk hero to the people of Abarone-on-Shankir, but she did not give a crap what these people thought. Garm had to constantly evaluate whether continuing the fight would eventually succeed or of it was even worth the consequences of trying. 
 
    As they battled the fish, Tenner walked near them and began fanning Garm’s face with his hand while singing. 
 
    “Who’s the little baby, silly butt? Dancing like a baby coconut. Why does the baby not sleep tight? Dancing from morning till the night,” the first mate warbled. 
 
    “Throw him over the side,” one of the fishermen grunted. 
 
    “No,” Garm shouted. “Put him in another boat. He’s sick. Take everything out of this boat. Everyone out except those in the scrum.” 
 
    Whatever their relationships and command structure were at the start of this trip, Garm was in charge now. If she had ordered everyone to take up Tenner’s song, they would have, without hesitation. That was the nature of boats. However individual they were in calm moments, when things got difficult, sailors helped however they had to, without question. Because everyone’s life depended upon it. If you couldn’t pull your weight or were bad in a crisis, you did not belong on a ship. 
 
    Having lots of equipment and people in her boat would tire out the fish faster, but it put much more strain on Garm. And she’d rather have a working spine than a fish. 
 
    It was not easy to lighten the boat. The gear was heavy, perfectly distributed, and secured. They had to bring the other boats up alongside and hand it over. When the fish changed directions, they were in danger of crashing or dropping the equipment or falling overboard. 
 
    It took them an hour to move everything, including Tenner, who was the most difficult item to transfer. But once the boat was lightened, it put significantly less pressure on them all. They were also taking on less water. 
 
    The downside was the boat was now being dragged around faster than they could drive using the motors. So they were constantly outpacing the other ships. With no extra crew utilizing poles in the caves, they bounced off every wall they came across. 
 
    But the change was a great relief. If this hadn’t worked, Garm was about ready to disconnect the line before she suffered serious injury. 
 
    Now their main efforts consisted of steering the boat and moving around to keep the line taut and themselves secure. One of the fishermen in the huddle would regularly take a moment to give each of them water. 
 
    Four more hours of this and the fish began to slow down enough that the other boats could catch up and begin their efforts to halt it. It was still moving too fast and had too much strength to attempt catching it. If the fish became secured to two or more boats, such as with a net, it would simply bash them together. 
 
    But it was the beginning of the end. 
 
    Tenner had been tied up by the fishermen in another boat. Not only so he didn’t cause any further problems, but so he didn’t fall in the water. 
 
    When the giant fish stopped, Garm thought it was finally over. But it wasn’t by a long shot. The fish was not dead, and it was so heavy that six men couldn’t begin to lift it. They would need everyone, and that required all the boats to surround it. And once it got near the surface or breeched, it would spring to life and start thrashing. 
 
    It was another slow, meticulous, three hours of effort to get the fish into one of the boats. 
 
    And immediately, another endeavor started. They had to butcher the fish that weighed many thousands of pounds. 
 
    “Wait,” Garm said, snapping out of her exhaustion. “I need this so we can breed and clone it. That was our deal.” 
 
    “This is too large. We cannot keep it whole on the trip back. It would rot and be no good to anyone,” a fisherman explained. 
 
    Garm sat there slack-jawed. Her body was torn and fatigued. And she didn’t have anything to show for it. Seeing the fish above water, it was a hideous thing that absolutely reeked. Its smell was so horrid it actually burned her nostrils like a mist of ammonia. 
 
    “You will get the first choice of cuts and the largest share,” one man said, trying to console Garm. 
 
    “I don’t want any of the meat. I want the eggs. Or a whole specimen. My chief can’t clone just a chunk of stinking fish. We’re trying to feed your people,” Garm said. 
 
    “You are feeding us. You have done a great effort. This will be processed and extended and allow the city to eat for a month,” another added. 
 
    “Three months,” one of the men working on the fish corrected. “But this pig has no eggs for it is male.” 
 
    A fisherman gently patted Garm on her shoulder as she slumped against the side of the boat. 
 
    “Captain Garm, we all had our doubts about bringing you. But I believe none of us could have resisted this mighty pig for so long. I personally would be honored to sail in any boat with you in the future,” he said. 
 
    The other men grunted their agreements. Though they did not slow their efforts at preparing the fish. Their boats were now ankle-deep in blood and oil and they all looked as if they had stepped from the grisliest of horror movies. 
 
    “Is there any way we can fish longer so that I might secure some smaller fish for my efforts?” Garm asked. 
 
    The men laughed. 
 
    “Captain Garm is not content. She must have all the fish,” one said. 
 
    “Of course she is not content. This one was too tiny. She only had to struggle with it for ten hours,” another added. “And only four of us broke bones. No challenge.” 
 
    “You are a treasure, Captain Garm,” a fisherman said, and they all cheered. “I too would be honored to fish with you again. Please tell me when you next plan to go. Just do not bring your Tenner Tashly.” 
 
    Grumbles of agreement. 
 
    “He’s alright. He’s just a bit under the weather right now,” Garm said. 
 
    “We know what narcotics are, Captain Garm. And Tenner Tashly has been in our city before. He is a foolish man,” a fisherman said, while slinging enormous slabs of fish meat. 
 
    “I’m right here, guys,” Tenner said. 
 
    They had not bothered to untie the first mate. He had been restrained for enough hours and separated from his stash so that he was now entirely sober. 
 
    “You are no fisherman,” a man said. 
 
    “My mother will be heartbroken,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Please let him loose when you have a moment,” Garm said. She was too tired to get up and do it herself. “So there is no possibility of me getting some smaller, whole fish?” 
 
    “We must return to the city as quickly as possible. We cannot store this amount of meat for long. I’m sorry, Captain Garm, but we have to head back.” 
 
    “Can we fish on the way? Just drag some lines?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We have no space left to keep anything we catch,” a man said. “But you have caught the largest pig I have ever seen. That I have even heard of. This trip is a great success.” 
 
    The fishermen all cheered while moving around and between the boats with the expertise borne of repetition. All the energy they had been saving and storing was now expended.  
 
    Garm was not pleased. If nothing else, she could take from this a teaching moment. A hard lesson on how subjective victory could be. The fishermen considered this an absolute triumph. Their bruised bones and numerous sprains were easily compensated by their gains. But for Garm, this whole expedition was a failure. 
 
      
 
    They were sailing back home with everyone in high spirits—other than Garm and Tenner. Garm, because she had not accomplished what she had intended, and Tenner because Garm had thrown his supply of drugs and alcohol into the water. 
 
    It wasn’t that she was mad at Tenner or disappointed in him, she was worried the rest of the crew would murder him if another crisis occurred and he was a hindrance. 
 
    The sailors had patched up their ships as best they could. The boats had taken a beating during the conflict with the fish. 
 
    Garm had done her best to clean her respirator, but it was no use. They didn’t have enough fresh water or a strong enough current of it for her to make the mask useable. If she put it on, she would struggle to breathe and it was simply easier to keep it off. 
 
    So she had to make do in a low-oxygen environment saturated with noxious chemicals and reeking of fish guts. Tenner’s respirator was in working condition, but it was adjusted for his much larger skull and his own air mixture. Besides, Garm wasn’t so petty or vindictive that she was going to commandeer the respirator off the face of her first mate—though she did contemplate it. 
 
    There were a few sets of good news. Garm wasn’t seriously injured. She would have to refrain from entering any cheerleading competitions or participating in pole vaults, but the medical devices on the Summer Dream Adventure could deal with torn muscles and sprains. Even without them, she would be alright given some weeks of rest, ice, and massages.  
 
    In addition, Zum had sent word that all the contracts were completed with Nipo and registered with the Colmarian Confederation. Operations had begun in earnest. 
 
    Their boats reached one of the large caverns that housed what amounted to a lake. On that lake were eight boats belonging to another city. 
 
    Both sides immediately began screaming and yelling at one another. 
 
    Garm looked at the impending confrontation with alarm. They had at least thirty sailors against them and Garm was almost entirely incapable of fighting. Her legs had taken the most abuse and she would not be able to dodge or jump or even move around. 
 
    Tenner approached her, understanding the situation perfectly. 
 
    “Give me your guns,” he said. 
 
    “How do you know I have any?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Because you’re Garm. You probably shower with a dozen guns and knives,” he replied. 
 
    Garm actually did have a pistol and several blades hidden in her shower. 
 
    She reached in her boot holster and another on her middle back and gave two small guns to Tenner. He looked at them dismissively. 
 
    “Why do you have such dinky pistols?” he asked. 
 
    “I didn’t expect a firefight in a flooded underground tunnel during a fishing trip,” she said. 
 
    “We need to retreat. Make for the caves,” Tenner yelled. 
 
    “We can’t outrun them, foolish Tenner Tashly. We are too heavy. We must protect our catch,” a fisherman said.  
 
    The others yelled in agreement. 
 
    The enemy boats were beginning to pull in their lines, fan out, and move towards them. 
 
    “They are going to flank and surround us. We can’t beat off that many. Make for the caves. Now!” Tenner ordered. “And they’ve got harpoon cannons.” 
 
    The men paused and looked. Indeed, two of the ships were fronted by large harpoon guns mounted on turrets. Garm saw them with jealousy. How easy would it have been to catch their fish with a harpoon cannon? Then again, how could they hope to hit the fish in the opaque water? 
 
    “Do what he says,” Garm said. 
 
    She wasn’t sure running was the best option, but she knew being surrounded would be fatal. Garm equipped herself with two long knives. She would only be able to fight at close range and she would have to lunge and go for fatal attacks. Otherwise, the burly sailors would have her at a disadvantage.  
 
    As they headed for the closest cave, one of the harpoons fired. It was not gunpowder based, it was spring-loaded. Still, it travelled with great velocity. However, it fell far short of their location. The line it carried slowed it down considerably in flight. It was not a great distance weapon. But up close it would instantly kill any of them. 
 
    The enemy boats gave chase and they indeed were closing fast. Their ships were not laden with the meat of a gigantic fish nor were their hulls damaged in a pitched battle with said fish. 
 
    Once they entered the tunnel, they began to slow down. 
 
    “Keep going,” Tenner barked. 
 
    “We need to stop and fight,” a fisherman said. 
 
    It took all hands to travel even moderately fast in the tunnels. They had to keep themselves from hitting the walls, constantly bail out the boats, and avoid the jutting debris and sharp turns. The fishermen felt exposed standing there concentrating on sailing as murderous enemies were within spitting distance. 
 
    “Go!” Tenner shouted. 
 
    Garm wasn’t entirely sure of Tenner’s plan, but he was focused and intent. He was under acute pressure, and that was the only time Tenner Tashly was worth anything. 
 
    “Those pistols are semi-automatic and they—” Garm began. 
 
    “I know what they are. Keep down in case they fire a harpoon. Didn’t see any guns, but they have spears. They can out-reach you,” he said. 
 
    It was bad news. If they stabbed at her with spears, she wouldn’t be able to do much. She wasn’t even sure she could stand up, let alone hope to engage with a spear-wielding enemy on another boat. 
 
    Tenner himself crouched down in the back of the boat. 
 
    The screams of the other fishermen rose as they neared. The other city’s boats were right on top of them and they sensed an easy victory as their hated rivals attempted to flee, yet were too slow to escape. 
 
    A harpoon sailed wide and hit the side of the tunnel with a clang. It didn’t embed, the walls being hard rock. 
 
    Garm could see the fishermen of her boat were scared. Their side was vastly outnumbered and exhausted from the trip. 
 
    When the taunts and jeers from the closest enemy boat sounded right on top of them, Tenner stood up straight. He took several steps and leapt into the opposing boat! 
 
    Pop. Pop. Pop. He rapid-fire shot the first three sailors in their heads, holding a pistol in each hand. He kept going and jumped into the next boat. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. 
 
    He killed everyone in the first three boats before they even had a moment to react. Tenner had wanted to pull them into the tunnels and force them into single file so he could use the short-range pistols and not have to deal with attackers on the sides. 
 
    Once he was in their boat, feet away from them, the sailors could do nothing. They couldn’t reach him before he fired. And their boats were not travelling fast enough that the boats were unsteady or otherwise ruined his aim. 
 
    Tenner was an extremely experienced military combatant. They were fishermen. They were brawny, thick-boned fishermen, but they were still fishermen. 
 
    Only three of the enemy boats had made it into the tunnel and the rest were still waiting for space in the large cavern. This was a tricky moment for Tenner because now he had five boats arrayed in front of him. He didn’t have enough ammunition to kill even a third of them, assuming he hit perfectly. 
 
    He stood at the back of the last boat. 
 
    “Behold the pirate lord Tenner Tashly! You have come into my domain, you pustulent flesh-dongles! I’m gonna’ slay you all and eat your faces!” He screamed. 
 
    Tenner then bent over and tried to bite the ear off a sailor he just shot. But it was too tough to completely sever with his teeth, and he only managed to get a bit of cartilage and hair. He rose back up and spit it out at the boats. He then laughed maniacally and danced around in small circles. 
 
    The enemy sailors stared in disbelief.  
 
    The daily, monthly, and yearly activities of their cities had been chugging along pretty much on routine for decades. Yes, they sometimes fought and killed one another. And murder was, by its very definition, a brutal affair. But Tenner Tashly the Face-Eating, Alien Pirate was something entirely new and terrifying. 
 
    “Tenner! Come on. You blocked them,” Garm hissed. 
 
    Tenner looked back up the tunnel and saw she was right. By killing everyone in the first three boats, he had effectively cut off the rest of the ships from following. They would have to clear those boats before they could pursue them. 
 
    “Yar!” Tenner said, and he dropped his pants and waved his bare ass at the enemy. Back and forth. Back and forth. 
 
    Then he carefully retreated to his boat. It was a lot harder to cross over between boats without the power of adrenaline and fear. Now he was just a clumsy landlubber and he almost fell into the water several times. 
 
    When he had safely returned, the boats began moving as fast as they could. 
 
    “You should have dropped their anchors or put some holes in the boats,” one of the fishermen said. 
 
    “No one is ever satisfied,” Tenner replied. 
 
    Tenner gave Garm back her pistols without a word. But Garm felt she owed her first mate some praise after saving her life. 
 
    “Thank you, Tenner. You did good. See? You have the makings to be a great hero,” Garm said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What hero goes around slaughtering hungry fishermen?” he asked. “Is that like the other hero that squishes puppies or the one that steals from cripples? Let’s just get back and not speak about this.” 
 
    The fishermen were occupied with steering and keeping them on course, but they spared occasional glances at the pirate lord in their midst. His performance was so authentic, and unusual, that they started to rewrite what they knew of Tenner Tashly to fit this new narrative. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    Free Clinic 
 
    A young local woman timidly entered one of the hospitals of the Summer Dream Adventure. She was the first patient to venture to the ship with the goal of taking advantage of the “free medical services” offered by the crew as part of their charity package. 
 
    It had been several days since the fishing expedition had returned. Garm had earned the crew much prestige by her capture of the great fish. The largest specimens would forever be referred to as “Garm’s Bane” by the local fishermen. 
 
    Tenner had also made a considerable impression. From now on, when people grew particularly violent and insane after consuming drugs from the medical pods, the locals would shout, “Tenner Tashly!” 
 
    Chief Saladon-sish-Samil Orf watched the young woman distastefully. Saladon had been assigned the repugnant task of caring for these cretins and she despised every second. 
 
    “Lie down on the table. But don’t touch anything,” Saladon sneered. 
 
    The young woman stood gawking at the equipment in the hospital. While the city of Abarone-on-Shankir was undeniably advanced, it was engineered around mining and the harsh environment of the desert. Every aspect of the city was reinforced, sturdy, and functional. There were no sharp corners or delicate curves anywhere.  
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure seemed like a shimmering and elegant wonder to the young woman. How wealthy, and careful, must these space travelers be to surround themselves with such fragile pieces of complex machinery? 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Saladon barked. 
 
    While the young woman was undoubtedly a woman, there was not a tremendous difference between the genders of the species. She was a hearty thing capable of hearty work—such as breaking Saladon’s face. However, the young woman was polite and shy. 
 
    “You said not to touch anything,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Get on the table. And don’t talk. This is a waste of my time.” 
 
    The patient climbed up and kept her hands folded under her chin. 
 
    “Place your arms to your sides. How old are you and what is your gender?” Saladon asked, as she went to input the controls of the medical devices. 
 
    “Can…can I talk?” the young woman asked. 
 
    “Thad Elon.” Saladon sighed.  
 
    The chief briefly flipped through the menus, looking for a way to kill the young woman. But the medical devices were stubbornly medical and it would take Saladon unnecessary hours of modification to weaponize them. 
 
    “Yes. Speak,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I’m a woman. I’m nineteen years of—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you anything else. I asked your gender!” 
 
    “Female.” 
 
    “Are you quite sure? I can input all sorts of hybrid genders or non-genders. The equipment does not care. But I need to calibrate them for the rest of your deficient species,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Girl.” 
 
    “What is your age in Colmarian standard years?” Saladon asked. She didn’t like using the word ‘Colmarian.’ Even though she was speaking Colmarian, residing in the Colmarian Confederation, and nearly everything she ever did or used was Colmarian. 
 
    “I’m nineteen,” the patient said. 
 
    “Very well. Do not move! Do not speak! Do not do anything annoying,” Saladon said. 
 
    The young woman held still, wondering if that was annoying or not. 
 
    Scans of every sort began to take place. The medical technology in the Colmarian Confederation was robust. These particular machines could identify and process most common ailments. The difficulty at this point was programming them for the species of people that resided in Abarone-on-Shankir. Their exact race was not in the ship’s database and thus the closest equivalent would have to be substituted. Otherwise, every single task would have to be done manually, which somewhat defeated the purpose of using the equipment. 
 
    Saladon found a comparable biological species in the ship’s system. Probably they were a close relative that had evolved separately after one or the other had colonized different planets.  
 
    The migratory patterns in the galaxy were complicated and they could create splinter species branching off into bizarre subtypes over time. It was even hypothesized that Saladon’s Rettosian race was merely an ancient Colmarian subtype—though stating such a thing was punishable by death in the Rettosian empire. 
 
    Because they were using a similar species template, it was not advisable to attempt any difficult medical procedures. Trying to correct what appeared to be a stomach ulcer might actually injure the patient because it wasn’t, in fact, a medical flaw to begin with. 
 
    Saladon initiated a minor wellness exam. It would patch up benign issues. Pimples, abrasions, and tooth enamel loss were all taken care of within several hours. When it was over, Saladon was given a report. 
 
    “Stand up,” the chief said. 
 
    The woman did so, feeling warm and tingly from the thorough examination. 
 
    “You are underweight. You have a significant vitamin deficiency. Several infections below the gumline were corrected, but they indicate you need to maintain your teeth and mouth more effectively. You are pregnant. You need to cease abusing narcotics, as they are leeching your nutrients and killing you. Your stomach and intestinal microbes are in poor state, as a consequence of your drug use and insufficient diet. Dust has been circulating in your system, causing slight bronchial damage—recommend a mask or respirator when outdoors. And, lastly, sun exposure and lack of shampooing have damaged your hair and caused rampant split ends,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I’m pregnant?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Hmm? Yes.” 
 
    “What…can you tell if it’s a boy or girl?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Saladon said, preparing the system for the next patient. 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” the young woman said, believing that Saladon was speaking metaphorically. “Is…everyone on this ship a pirate? Or is it just Tenner Tashly and Captain Garm?” 
 
    “What?” Saladon asked, looking up from her activities. 
 
    “I’m a pirate,” Shellz said on the intercom. She had been eavesdropping on the examination. “I’m the ghost of a pirate.” 
 
    The young woman looked around the hospital, her mouth ajar. 
 
    “Get out now. Shoo. Shoo,” Saladon said to the young woman. 
 
    The door to the hospital opened and Zum came in. He had decided to check on their first patient, suspecting Saladon had a poor bedside manner. 
 
    The young woman almost ran over Zum. She outweighed and outmuscled him by a significant amount. She stopped and stared at the old man. There had not been a person of Zum’s age in their region for generations. 
 
    “Was that…was that your ghost talking?” the young woman asked him. 
 
    “What?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “He’s not deceased yet. He merely appears to be,” Saladon explained. “Now leave. Your presence is offensive both in sight and smell.” 
 
    The young woman hastened away. 
 
    “How did it go?” Zum asked, when they were alone. 
 
    “Horrendous. It is beneath my dignity to administer to such simpletons,” Saladon explained. 
 
    “I mean, how did the checkup go?” Zum asked. 
 
    Saladon shrugged, unwilling to expend more effort on such a pointless exercise. 
 
    “Shellz. How was it?” Zum asked the ship. 
 
    “Saladon was rude,” Shellz answered. 
 
    “You had her spying on me?” Saladon asked, offended. 
 
    “I wasn’t spying,” Shellz replied. “What else am I going to do? I get bored making spaceship noises and fidgeting with the controls.” 
 
    “This is part of your job,” Zum said to Saladon. “This is how we’re fixing to get paid.” 
 
    “You don’t need a scientist to operate these devices. If these people weren’t such idiots, they might even be able to perform self-examinations. There’s no reason for me to be here at all,” Saladon said. 
 
    “You know Garm is still recovering. And Tenner is also recovering,” Zum said. 
 
    “Was Tenner hurt? I thought he didn’t catch any fish,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Apparently Garm disposed of a large supply of his drugs and now he’s under several stages of withdrawal from several different chemicals,” Zum explained. 
 
    “So it’s just the B Team?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “We’re more like the C Team,” Zum said. 
 
    “I should be inventing. Building solutions to the galaxy’s multitudinous conundrums,” Saladon stated. 
 
    “You can do that when we’re done,” Zum said absently. He was used to the chief’s tirades and found it was easiest to humor her. 
 
    “Tobe can operate these devices. She enjoys speaking to—and having sex with—strangers,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Tobe is working in the city. We need to keep this clinic going. We’re paid by the patient and by the duration we’re running,” Zum explained. 
 
    “Where’s Klorr?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “He went with Clarris somewhere,” Zum said. 
 
    “I don’t trust that woman,” Saladon said. “It does not make any logical sense to request a Gandrine for mining activities. He’s far too big, clumsy, and slow for that. And what kind of person would willingly want to be around a Gandrine?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Zum said. “But your captain trusts Clarris, so we have to work with her.” 
 
    “I shall only service, at maximum, three patients a day. And only between the hours of 2:00 and 2:30,” Saladon declared. 
 
    “You’ll help anyone who comes whenever they come,” Zum said firmly. 
 
    “This is preposterous! Utterly, and thoroughly, preposterous!” Saladon said, storming off. 
 
    “Zummy,” Shellz said, speaking via intercom in her sweetest voice. “Can I go into the city?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re a poop-head,” the pilot replied. 
 
      
 
    Tobe returned a few days later to give an update to Garm and Zum. 
 
    Garm was on her feet, moving around with crutches and braces and a fair amount of cold compresses.  
 
    The medical devices on the Dream were incremental in nature. Garm would receive some repairs, then she had to eat and sleep and avoid arduous tasks. The next day would repeat the same steps. It allowed her body to gradually adjust, accelerating her own healing process, but nothing resembling a miracle.  
 
    This was why Garm had been so impressed with the healing pods in the city, which could fix grievous injuries in minutes. Only when she learned the use of those pods greatly reduced the lifespans of the patients did Garm abandon her desire to own one. 
 
    Tobe came bouncing into one of the small first aid stations where they decided to meet. It was close to Garm’s sleeping quarters and she could avail herself of…first aid…if she needed any. 
 
    Even after walking through the ship for twenty minutes, faint puffs of orange dust were still coming off of Tobe at each footfall. 
 
    “Hi, boss,” Tobe said, plopping her butt down on a cot. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Lousy,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Is Tenner back up?” Tobe asked, looking around hopefully. She regularly had sex with Tenner, who was almost as morally liberal as Tobe when it came to intercourse—and far more liberal when it came to everything else. 
 
    “Your commander and first mate is still feeling a mite poorly,” Zum said. 
 
    “Did you really flush all his drugs?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “I disposed of what he was carrying on our fishing expedition. It didn’t seem like a lot, but apparently it was,” Garm said. 
 
    “Those fish are going to be some drug-crazy mutant beasts,” Tobe laughed. 
 
    “They already are,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Anyway, I got great news. I managed to sign up twenty-eight people for my religion,” Tobe declared proudly. 
 
    Zum and Garm exchanged looks. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Lieutenant?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Ooh, official. Zum’s mad. I enlisted followers of my religion. I hasten to say I’m not a prophet or a god. Just a lay preacher,” Tobe smiled. 
 
    “Tobe, you were just supposed to inquire if they had any religions or religious services in the city. Not create an actual religion,” Garm said. 
 
    “I know. I figured I’d step up and put in the extra effort. I couldn’t find any religions. I don’t think they have a lot of time with all the narcotics and recovering from narcotics they do. They call it ‘mining.’” Tobe snorted. “Maybe drugs are their religion. But they don’t call it one. If they did, Tenner would probably be their patron saint.” 
 
    “You understand why I asked you to do this, right?” Garm began. 
 
    “Yeah. We can get paid for charity work. And religions are charity.” Tobe shrugged. 
 
    “But I wanted you to be careful and respectful,” Garm said.  
 
    “I was totally careful. I can’t get pregnant or get anyone pregnant and my species is naturally resistant to diseases,” Tobe said. “Actually, I’m not sure if we’re resistant. But when I change forms, any diseases I might have become biological material to build my new body and stop being diseases.” 
 
    “So you had sex with twenty-eight people and that’s your religion?” Zum asked. 
 
    “No. I had sex with a lot more than that. But twenty-eight agreed to be part of a religion. I have their information and consent,” Tobe said, holding up her tele as proof. 
 
    “Tobe, I asked you to be careful because religions can be dangerous,” Garm said. “People can get mad about money. They can murder over money. Section Master Nipo would gladly engineer all our deaths if he thought he could make some cash. Someone will hunt you to the ends of the planet over money. And that’s fine. We’re leaving this entire solar system in maybe six months. And no one will bother chasing us over money scams. But religion is completely different.” 
 
    “Aye,” Zum agreed. 
 
    Tobe rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Listen, Tobe. Followers of a religion will willingly walk into a fire. If they feel you wronged their religion, they will hunt you for their entire lives,” Garm explained. 
 
    “Big deal. People in this region don’t live very long,” Tobe said. 
 
    “What is your religion called? What’s it about?” Garm asked, giving up on trying to make Tobe understand. 
 
    “I didn’t really get that far. I’m kind of building the congregation at this point,” Tobe said. “We can decide what it’s about later.” 
 
    “You can’t have a religion that’s just about having sex,” Garm replied. 
 
    “You’re so uptight, boss. Not everyone is like you. Religion is about faith. And faith is about belief,” Tobe said, chuckling to herself at the nonsense of it all. 
 
    “I suspect what the captain is trying to get across is that for us to get paid for this…belief, we have to get it approved by the Colmarian Confederation government. And financial clerks within that government. And they is not exactly a big faith-type kind of people. A bunch of number-crunchers have to be convinced it’s a real religion,” Zum said. 
 
    “Exactly. You could be setting us up for angry reprisals, and we might not have the opportunity to get compensated. All risk, no reward,” Garm said. 
 
    “I can make up religious things. ‘Do happiness.’ Or ‘Bring goodness,’” Tobe said vaguely. 
 
    “Your religion needs a name,” Zum said. 
 
    “Put Thad Elon in it. Make the religion about Thad Elon,” Garm added. 
 
    “He is at the center of so many religions,” Tobe replied. “I think we should give that poor guy a break.” 
 
    “This isn’t about him, or you, or actually preaching gospel,” Garm said. “It’s about us getting paid by the government and not murdered in the process. If the religion has the name of Thad Elon in there somewhere, the clerks who process it won’t think too hard. However, we might run into problems if the religion is called ‘Tobe Wants to Have Endless, Anonymous Sex and Rip Off the Government.’” 
 
    “That sounds like a fun religion,” Tobe smiled. 
 
    “She told you to take this serious,” Zum chastised. 
 
    “I am. As serious as I can be. I didn’t get the sense that anyone really cared.” Tobe shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, and you always get that sense because that’s how you feel. But you have to understand that you’re dealing with intimate relationships and religion. Two of the most toxic concepts for normal living creatures in this galaxy,” Garm warned. 
 
    “She’s right. I’ve been married now eight times. And I been in nine different churches,” Zum stated with glum candor. 
 
    Both women gawked at the old man. 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you the names of any of them if you stuck my ears in a fire,” he added, on seeing their looks. 
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” Tobe pouted. 
 
    “I did tell you what to do. I wanted you to gather information,” Garm said, frustrated. 
 
    “There was nothing to gather,” Tobe replied. 
 
    “But that’s information,” Zum tried to explain. 
 
    “Alright. We’ll think on this. In the meantime, stay on the Dream,” Garm said. 
 
    “Aww,” Tobe said. “Why am I being punished?” 
 
    “Because you—” Zum started. 
 
    “You’re not,” Garm interrupted. “I want to get situated and make sure we’re proceeding correctly. And I want to be back to full health before I go poking at religion. I’ll be a lot more confident when I’m able to run for my life if I need to.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “You’re dismissed, Lieutenant,” Zum replied, making it clear there was no room for debate unless she wanted to eat nothing but cold porridge for the remainder of her service. 
 
    Tobe stomped away. Poofs of dust billowed out of every corner of her clothes. Zum and Garm remained behind to discuss Tobe’s report. 
 
    “That sand is going to get in our food,” Zum replied, watching Tobe go. 
 
    “I know. Saladon said it isn’t a carcinogen. Probably.” 
 
    “I don’t think Tobe understands this mission,” Zum said. 
 
    “Of course she doesn’t. Despite her title, Tobe is not a real officer. She is not a trained covert specialist. She is a mutant alien species. But she has abilities that we would be fools not to take advantage of. Tobe has to be corralled and controlled because she will not, and possibly cannot, fathom any deeper objectives. It is our responsibility to keep her on track,” Garm said. 
 
    “Just like everyone else on this ship,” Zum sighed. 
 
    “Except you, Paymaster, Quartermaster, and Chef Supreme,” Garm smiled. 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Garm was relaxing her weary muscles in a hot whirlpool. She wasn’t completely healed, but was no longer required to use crutches. The voice of Shellz came on the intercom. 
 
    “Paging Captain Garm. Captain Garm, please report to Observation Deck Flower. Zum wishes to speak with you,” the pilot said. 
 
    Garm splashed the water, annoyed. 
 
    “Can’t I have a minute to myself?” Garm muttered. 
 
    Shellz continued. She was clearly having a side conversation with Zum at the same time. 
 
    “Can everyone report to Observation Deck Flower?” Shellz added. “What? Oh. Saladon, don’t report. Zum doesn’t want to hear your complaining. Huh? Then tell me that before I start talking. I’m not a mind reader. Well, then what should I say? Fine. Chief Saladon, please report to Observation Deck Flower so Zum can use your expert brain stuff. No, Tenner is still high. Because Garm ordered me to lock his door, and when I turn on the microphone in his room, I hear screaming and things breaking.” 
 
    Garm arrived at Observation Deck Flower some time later. All the larger rooms, fit to be used by passengers, weren’t labeled with ship terminology or numbers. Engine rooms, utility rooms, and anything designed for the crew had true ship names. Such as Aft Fuel Intake Nozzle 6.  
 
    Observation Deck Flower was on the port side of the ship and gave views from that vantage. It had rows of comfortable chairs and fancy tables so passengers could watch the galaxy as they ate or drank or held meetings. 
 
    Zum and Tobe stood by the windows looking down. Saladon arrived moments after Garm. Garm believed the scientist would actually hide and wait for everyone else to show up to a meeting so she could be last. And Garm didn’t care. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Take a look,” Zum muttered. 
 
    Garm went to the windows and looked down. Thousands of people were crowded around the ship. 
 
    “I closed and locked all hatches and entrances,” Zum stated, anticipating her questions. 
 
    “Who are they? Are we being attacked?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You guys are blind. They’re here for the clinic. Those are all women,” Tobe explained. 
 
    They all squinted and otherwise tried to look closer. They were quite a distance away, the observation deck sitting relatively high on the vessel. 
 
    “I’m not dealing with that many…Colmarians,” Saladon declared. 
 
    “Are you sure they’re women?” Zum asked. He had been under the impression they were in danger, which was why he called everyone here. 
 
    “Yes. If you give me a moment to shift into a male form, I can go out and talk to them,” Tobe offered. 
 
    “We can’t have an orgy on the landing pad,” Garm said. “Shellz, have they damaged the Dream in any way?” 
 
    Shellz, who had been listening on the speakers, sputtered a bit. 
 
    “Pfft. You realize you’re standing on a spaceship, right?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “Just answer the question without any lip,” Zum ordered. 
 
    “I don’t have lips. Garmy, have you ever taken a close look at the landing gear on this boat? If those ladies had a couple bulldozers, I still wouldn’t be worried about them…damaging the Summer Dream Adventure,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “We don’t have any heavy weapons. We can’t disperse a crowd that large,” Zum said. 
 
    “Shellz, is there any way we can scare them off?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I could tun on the engines. That would kill everyone. That’s pretty scary. Other than that, pleasure cruise ships aren’t really designed to get rid of people,” she said. 
 
    “Where is Klorr? He could deal with this. You shouldn’t have let him go with that woman,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Klorr wouldn’t even notice a crowd. I can’t think of a worse option to handle them,” Garm said. 
 
    “But he could frighten them,” Saladon said. “You cannot expect me to perform medical examinations on that many creatures.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can even process them,” Zum agreed. “Just getting them in and out of the ship and through the hallways would be damn near impossible.” 
 
    “Yeah, I still get lost on this ship,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Garm, I’m getting a message from Section Master Nipo. He’s outside and he wants to come in and talk. Hold on, guy. I’m telling her,” Shellz said. 
 
    “If we open up, they’re going to pour in,” Zum said. 
 
    “How are there that many people interested in a free clinic?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “They don’t have any medical facilities. Nothing. The city’s medical pods don’t work on females. They haven’t had a physical examination in…probably their entire lives. Not since there were doctors on this planet,” Garm said. 
 
    “Which was probably back when they had active mining,” Zum added. “Captain, if we can give them all checkups, it would give us an awful lot of money.” 
 
    “Money that Nipo will take,” Garm said absently. 
 
    “If you’re itching to renegotiate our contract, now is a perfect time. We got an army,” Zum declared, holding his arms out to the women collected below them. 
 
    “I think I should go out and speak with them. Learn what they’re after,” Tobe offered. 
 
    “Hey. Nipo wants to come in. He keeps messaging me,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Can we open one of the service entrances without the women rushing in?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Boss, it’s not a riot. They’re a bunch of sick and lonely women waiting patiently for a free medical exam,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Alright. Shellz, open up one of the smaller ports and give directions to Nipo. We’ll meet him in the Sunset Cafeteria,” Garm said. 
 
    “Floors are really squeaky in there, Captain,” Zum said. 
 
    “I know,” Garm replied. 
 
    Nipo met them some time later. They could hear Shellz giving him directions as he walked the halls. 
 
    He entered the room alone, without his usual bodyguard, Clarris. Zum and Garm were seated in the middle of the cavernous room, drinking tea. 
 
    Nipo had stripped off most of his protective gear that he wore to navigate the dust, but he took off an extra jacket when he saw he had finally reached the correct room. A puff of orange dust escaped. 
 
    “We’re going to need to invest in some serious vacuuming to get rid of that sand,” Zum said. 
 
    Nipo began walking towards them, but paused on hearing just how loud his shoes were squeaking. In the empty room, it was an echoing annoyance. 
 
    “This ship is truly massive,” Nipo called out, trying to drown out the ludicrous sound of his feet. “I am amazed anyone can find their way through it.” 
 
    They didn’t answer. Garm wasn’t going to yell to communicate. She was going to make the fat man squeak his way over. It was petty gamesmanship, but she saw it was effective. Nipo knew he was unattractive and unfit. Being the center of attention in a wide-open room made him uncomfortable. 
 
    “You have quite an audience out there,” Nipo continued.  
 
    The fact he was still talking, after no response, was another sign he felt awkward. If nothing else, this meeting would dissuade the section master from wanting to return to the Dream. 
 
    Garm had gotten Zum to sit across from her at the rectangular table, so once Nipo reached them, he was forced to choose who he would sit next to. He sat two seats over from Zum. This was also pertinent information to Garm. The section master disliked people being in his personal space. 
 
    The fact that Tobe had seduced the somewhat antisocial Nipo, who had issues with his body image, was a testament to the skills of her lieutenant.  
 
    “Captain Garm,” Nipo said, mildly out of breath from his hike through the ship. 
 
    “Section Master Nipo. Would you care for some tea?” Garm offered. 
 
    The expression on Nipo’s face told her he was not familiar with the drink. That was how out-of-the-way this region was and how long it had been since they had received any non-essential supplies. 
 
    “No, thank you. I understand you went fishing,” Nipo said. 
 
    “That’s right. I’m still recovering,” Garm said. 
 
    “Did you manage to secure any specimens for our breeding program?” Nipo asked, while wiping sweat from the back of his neck. 
 
    His tone indicated that Nipo already knew the answer and he wanted to hear Garm admit her failure. The fact he also referred to it as “our” program was another slap intended to irritate. 
 
    “Things are coming along nicely,” Garm replied. 
 
    “I wanted to ask if you’ve seen Clarris,” Nipo said, staring at Garm’s face for the first time. 
 
    The Quadrad teach many soft skills. One area they concentrate on is the ability to lie effectively. Telling untruths is a galactic staple. There is no known intelligent species that is incapable of lying or recognizing the concept. It is universally frowned upon yet universally practiced. 
 
    Lying is a skill like any other. Quadrad train their students to lie over the course of decades. But building pathology isn’t the goal. The students still have to be able to understand the truth. Being delusional might be able to deceive even the most advanced machines, but it is not effective at fooling sentient beings—or navigating life. 
 
    “What’s that?” Garm asked, in response to the question about Clarris. 
 
    If Garm had been hooked up to an active brain scan, it would not be able to ascertain that she was lying. She cocked her head slightly and behaved exactly as if she did not know who or what a Clarris was, and was not especially interested to learn. 
 
    Nipo shook his head and pursed his lips at her response. It was a non-verbal way of saying, “Don’t worry about it.” Which indicated the question was of no importance. The section master was also quite skilled at lying. 
 
    Zum sat watching the back-and-forth, slightly disgusted. 
 
    “Are you going to be able to care for this many people?” Nipo asked. “I’d hate for them to be turned away.” 
 
    Garm immediately got the notion that it had been Nipo who advertised and urged all these women to come to their ship. They had only treated a few patients at this point, and it seemed too much of a coincidence that news had travelled so fast. 
 
    “We’ll do our best. We’re working out the details of how we might herd them through the ship. Unfortunately, most of our medical areas are a long distance from the entrances,” Garm said. 
 
    “Indeed. I’m not sure I’ve walked this far in years. And it was all, technically, indoors,” Nipo said. “But this vessel is truly impressive.” 
 
    “You’ve seen mining barges, right? I was under the impression those were huge,” Garm said. 
 
    “There haven’t been mining ships in Abarone-on-Shankir since before I was section master. Long before, I would wager,” Nipo said. “How much does a ship like this cost?”  
 
    Nipo specifically directed the last question to Zum. But Zum was under orders to not say anything unless Garm asked him directly. He was more than happy to oblige, and he ignored Nipo while drinking his tea. 
 
    “I got it for free. It was just taking up space. The company that owned it ceased to exist,” Garm said. 
 
    “I could sense you are quite the business lady,” Nipo said. “And what’s this I hear about a religion? Is that a charity as well? I don’t recall setting that up.” 
 
    “We haven’t made any definite plans. Merely exploring options,” Garm said. 
 
    “I see. Make sure your options come through me. And make sure every patient, and their records, are sent to me. And if you want to fish, or go for a drive, or walk around enjoying the sunset, or dip a single, solitary toe into Abarone-on-Shankir, then you clear it through me first,” Nipo stated pleasantly. 
 
    “I do not have the manpower to be notifying anyone whenever we do anything,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Then maybe you should hire some help. There are plenty of unemployed laborers in Abarone-on-Shankir. But I need to approve their work permits,” Nipo said. 
 
    “We have charities in place. We need to concentrate on them,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m not explaining myself properly. You don’t have anything unless I say you do. I can dissolve your…charities with a single click,” Nipo said. 
 
    “If I tell the women outside this ship that you have personally forbidden them from receiving free medical attention, do you believe they will allow you to reach your car unmolested?” Garm asked. “I’ve seen what their miners do. I’ve seen what their fishermen do. I’ve yet to see what their angry young mothers do.” 
 
    Nipo did not appear frightened, but he did pause in his response. 
 
    “I’m not sure what game you’re attempting, Captain Garm, but I’ve been playing it, and winning it, in Abarone-on-Shankir long before your arrival. And I’ll still be at it long after you’re gone,” he said. 
 
    “You know exactly what game I’m playing: I’m robbing the government. And you’re getting 50%,” she said. 
 
    “75%,” he corrected sternly. 
 
    “It was 75% before you came to my ship and tried to threaten me. If you don’t like our new terms, then walk out of here. My pilot said she didn’t scan your bodyguard around. And even if he was there, he couldn’t gun down thousands of women with a varmint rifle. Stay out of my way, Section Master, and we will both make money, and me and my crew will soon be gone,” Garm said. 
 
    Nipo stood up in a huff. He was about to storm off when he remembered the infinitely squeaky floor he would have to scuttle across. 
 
    “50% and not a single credit less. But I want all their medical records. And I set up the bogus religion you’re peddling,” Nipo said. 
 
    “You don’t get their medical records unless you pay for them. I’m still not sure about the religion. It’s very risky,” Garm said. 
 
    Nipo twisted his face. 
 
    “I know what you are,” he said. 
 
    “Is that right?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You’re a Quadrad!” he declared. “The galaxy’s assassins. Be careful how you tread, Captain Garm. There’s a lot of interested parties who would like to know exactly who you are and where.” 
 
    “Maybe there are, maybe there aren’t,” Garm began. “But even if there are, they are out there. Somewhere. We’re here. We’re ready to earn money right now. You can keep hunting your entire life for better offers. But in my experience, one perfect deal is rarely worth the time and effort of a thousand decent transactions.” 
 
    Nipo stood there with his arms crossed. Garm sat unfazed. Zum drank his tea and planned the evening’s dinner menu. 
 
    “Would one of you escort me out of this foolish ship?” Nipo asked. 
 
    “Our pilot will direct you,” Garm answered. 
 
    Nipo made the long trip through the cafeteria, sounding like a million balloons in a mosh pit. 
 
    “What do you think they made this floor out of?” Zum asked, once Nipo had left. 
 
    “I don’t know. Might have been why the company went out of business in the first place. Or maybe it was designed for a specific species. Something snail-like and slimy,” Garm said. 
 
    “You think he’ll leave us alone?” Zum asked. 
 
    “No. We had him at a disadvantage because Clarris wasn’t with him. I think he’s going to redouble his efforts at screwing us over,” Garm said. 
 
    “You think it was wise to push him down to a 50% cut?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, he’s not going to get anything. I haggled him down to make him believe he still had a piece of this. I’m not going to break my back and give him, or anyone, half of my proceeds,” Garm declared. 
 
    Zum didn’t answer. Garm expected him to ask if she was really Quadrad. None of her crew had ever heard that news before. When he didn’t say anything, Garm thought she should prompt it. 
 
    “You’re not interested in his idea that I’m a Quadrad?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Zum replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    The Love Boat 
 
    A few weeks passed and Garm was healthy enough to attempt fishing again. She convinced a few locals to go on a mini-trip to catch some mini-fish. Sardines. Minnows. Anything her crew could use in a breeding program. They managed to net a small bag of fish relatively early and return.  
 
    One of the swimming pools in the Summer Dream Adventure had been converted to handle the breeding program. However, on relocating the baby fish to the pool, they all died within a few days. The water was simply not polluted enough, and the change was too much of a shock for their systems to handle. The fish were then frozen to await the chief scientist’s attention. 
 
    Saladon said she could still clone the fish, as they were intact and not especially complicated. But a cloning operation took significant time and effort and Saladon was busy providing medical services to a seemingly endless stream of women from the city.  
 
    A handful of men tried to avail themselves of the free clinic. The medical pods that the city’s men used were only able to heal mining injuries. It couldn’t give the robust wellness checkups the Dream provided. 
 
    But the women waiting in line, having never received any medical attention in their lives, chased off the men. In some cases, they made their displeasure apparent enough that the prospective patients had to scurry back to their own medical pods for treatment. 
 
      
 
    Tenner Tashly was back in action.  
 
    It wasn’t that he had kicked all his drug and alcohol addictions, he merely found some local suppliers to replace his stash. Even in a desolate mining town in the middle of a desert, Tenner proved he could be tremendously resourceful—when it came to scoring drugs.  
 
    The mining pod narcotics everyone else used would not work on him. Unless he wished to commit suicide in the most painful way possible. But he took those drugs as the base, and with an organic chemistry skill that would impress even Saladon, he converted them into a set of drugs that he could readily abuse. 
 
    Garm was not pleased by these efforts. And the locals were also not pleased with him poking around their medical pods. But Garm needed his help and a half-baked Tenner was better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    Tobe had attempted to register her religion four separate times and was met with a mountain of resistance and paperwork. She finally took Garm’s advice and named the organization, “The Church of Thad Elon Religion,” and it was approved the same day by the government. 
 
    Garm didn’t keep much of an eye on Tobe’s activities because she didn’t want to know. In addition, her lieutenant seemed practically incapable of offending anyone. She was the opposite of Saladon in that regard, who went out of her way to piss people off. Tobe was even different than Tenner in that everyone seemed to either adore or despise the first mate. But no one disliked Tobe. 
 
    If Garm was able to keep Tobe on-mission, her lieutenant would be incredibly useful. But one reason Tobe was so inoffensive was because she had no ulterior motives. She aimed to please. And if she couldn’t, she’d become a he and give it a try. Tobe had a mental library of biology she could tap to try and make a connection with whatever lifeform she encountered. And that’s all she was after. 
 
    Tobe made a pretty decent preacher as well, apparently. Nearly a third of the city was now part of her religion. Or at least they were willing to risk perjury and state that to the government in order to join in on the frequent group-sex activities that Tobe organized in the name of Thad Elon. 
 
      
 
    Klorr had not yet returned from Clarris’s service. Whether he was finished and merely standing around somewhere wasn’t known. Garm had wanted to put a locator of some sort on Klorr for this very reason. But his tendency of walking through walls made such a device impractical. 
 
    Clarris herself had also not been seen in some time. This wasn’t what they agreed to. Clarris was supposed to keep working with Nipo and provide the crew details of his activities. But perhaps the mining had met with problems. Such as Klorr causing a cave-in and killing everyone. Tobe had been able to gather a bit of information from the locals. Clarris and Klorr were doing some sort of mining operation. But the exact nature and extent were unclear. 
 
      
 
    Nipo had ceased checking up on the crew of the Summer Dream Adventure. Which normally would be a welcome state of affairs, but Garm suspected he was busy strategizing.  
 
    If Clarris had walked away from him to pursue her covert mining, he was probably feeling vulnerable. He was not a well-respected person in the community to begin with. And Garm had ingratiated herself with the fishermen; Saladon was providing valuable, free services; and Tobe was arguably the most popular person on the whole continent. 
 
      
 
    But their location at the edge of the desolate mining town was taking a toll on the ship and its crew.  
 
    Zum had not only continued to hire local youths to try and keep the ship clean of dust, he also hired some adults as well. But it was a losing battle. They could not keep the ship free of the stuff and sooner or later it would damage their systems. 
 
    Morale was also down. Tobe was having a great time, but everyone else was sick of this planet. One reason the locals were all such pervasive drug abusers was because there was nothing else to do in the region. 
 
    Zum was concerned the crew would lose their state of readiness if they were left to their own devices much longer. Saladon was getting sloppy in her care and might injure some patients. Tenner was using more and more drugs of higher and higher potency. Klorr was missing. Tobe was “preaching” fulltime. Only Zum and Shellz seemed to be immune to bad behavior. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Shellz?” Garm asked.  
 
    Garm had gone to the cockpit to get some details from the pilot, only to find her missing. Not that Garm, or anyone, saw much of the Keilvin Kamigan visually. But Shellz was normally happy to interject in conversations, private or otherwise, that took place all over the ship, using speakers and cameras to communicate. 
 
    “We got an issue, Captain,” Zum said on his tele. 
 
    “What is it?” Garm replied. 
 
    “Come to Loading Dock 24, Garm,” Tenner said in a commanding voice. 
 
    Zum and Tenner were involved. And Tenner didn’t sound drunk. It must be serious. 
 
    Garm grabbed two pistols and four blades and ran to the loading dock. It was an out-of-the-way staging area meant for supplying the ship. 
 
    When she got just outside the room, Garm heard numerous voices raised in argument. 
 
    “I’m Captain Garm of the Summer Dream Adventure. What’s going on?” Garm asked, stepping into view. 
 
    There were two local men, and two women, standing in the room with Zum and Tenner. Zum was backed against the wall and Tenner was aiming a rifle with his finger on the trigger. 
 
    “One of your crew has murdered our citizens!” a local said. 
 
    “What?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yes, we have four bodies. So far,” another added. 
 
    “They been going on like this for a while,” Zum explained. “They pushed past the patients that Chief is working on and they was snooping around the ship.” 
 
    “Who killed your citizens?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We don’t know, yet. But it was one of you,” another said. 
 
    “We’re on a charity mission. We’re giving aid to your people. Do you honestly believe we’re also going to kill you?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You got that big rock guy. He might have done it when no one was looking,” one said. 
 
    “Klorr. A Gandrine. You think a ten-foot-tall monster snuck up on your people and killed them? Trust me, if he goes on a rampage, everyone will know about it,” Garm said. 
 
    “This guy, then. Tenner Tashly. He’s always drunk,” another said, pointing. 
 
    “That’s rich, coming from you lot,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “We don’t kill each other. Just mine. But we know you get real violent when you’re high,” a local said. 
 
    “Tenner hasn’t been out of my sight since we went fishing,” Garm lied. “He defended himself from fishermen from another city that attacked. He didn’t do it for fun.” 
 
    “How about this one?” one of them asked, indicating Zum. 
 
    “Him? Look at him. He’s 10,000 years old with three artificial lungs. He couldn’t kill an insect without himself dying in the process,” Garm further lied. 
 
    Zum coughed a few times to sell it. And it wasn’t exactly unrealistic. 
 
    “How about that doctor? She’s mean-spirited.” 
 
    “Saladon doesn’t like to be in the presence of Colmarians. She’s not going to go chasing after them on purpose. She’s out there right now giving medical attention. She’s been working non-stop for days,” Garm explained. 
 
    The locals paused to think. Garm was expecting them to finger Tobe next, so she decided to jump ahead of them. 
 
    “And Tobe didn’t do it because—” Garm began. 
 
    “Yeah, we know it wasn’t Tobe. She’s fine,” one of them said, grinning fondly. 
 
    “So you’re saying it was me?” Garm asked. “I went fishing with you. I fed you. I’m providing you with free healthcare. But I’m also a murderer? Does that make sense?” 
 
    The locals shuffled around. It’s clear they hadn’t thought this through. 
 
    “We got four people dead,” one of them said. 
 
    “And? You immediately assume it’s our fault?” Garm asked. “You guys are at war with other cities.” 
 
    “Only fishing,” one said. 
 
    “And what about Section Master Nipo and his armed guard? Don’t they shoot you a lot?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Only when we’re mining. And they never kill,” one replied. 
 
    “It seems to me you have a lot of violence in this city without pointing the finger at us,” Garm said. “We are a registered charity. That is why we are here. It is the only reason. If we wanted to kill people, we wouldn’t bother healing them first.” 
 
    The locals mulled this over for a long while. They weren’t entirely ready to give up. 
 
    “You be sure you don’t kill us,” one of them demanded. 
 
    “Okay. We won’t,” Garm replied. 
 
    “You guys want to try some of my curry noodles?” Zum asked, as he began to escort the locals out of the ship. 
 
    “What are noodles?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Kind of like the fish you all eat. Just different,” the cook explained. 
 
    “Zum,” Tenner called. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Tenner was still worried about giving food to the starving locals. But he saw the group was appeased at the moment and didn’t want to disrupt that. 
 
    “Forget it,” Tenner said. When they had left the area, he finally lowered his rifle and spoke to Garm. 
 
    “What was that all about?” he asked. 
 
    “Who knows?” Garm said. 
 
    “All we need is to have a murder mystery on top of everything else,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Is it really a mystery, though? Could be Nipo trying to stir things up. Could be Tobe making a thousand jealous lovers. Could be too much hardcore narcotics in an unstable population,” Garm said. 
 
    “Garm, they don’t actually murder and rob from one another. They just beat each other senseless. They don’t even have a police force,” Tenner explained. 
 
    “Good. Then they won’t be prepared for our machinations.” 
 
    “How about Clarris? Might she have offed the locals?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t work like that. If she assassinated people, we’d either never find them, it would look exactly like an accident, or it would be everyone in the city and not just a few people,” Garm explained. 
 
    “Why do I get the idea you aren’t telling me everything?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Because I’m not.” 
 
    “And why aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Because, Tenner, you’re always high. And giving secrets to addicts is a good way to lose your secrets. And you won’t even remember divulging them,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true,” he said, unconcerned with her assessment. 
 
    “What are you working on right now?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m really close to perfecting a combination hallucinogen-stimulant-depressant that also makes the color brown appear really vibrant,” he said. 
 
    Garm sighed. 
 
    “Don’t knock it. If we can get enough of the free pellets from the town’s medical pods, I can actually create a supply we can sell on the next planet we visit,” he said. 
 
    “And how much do you think that would be worth?” Garm asked, barely interested. 
 
    “Depends on the wealth. A middle-class, B5B5-economic output, Colmarian standard city… I could pull in about a million credits,” he said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Garm asked, suddenly intrigued. 
 
    “Sure. But if you think fishing in a desert is dangerous, selling drugs in a random city that already has their own dealers is not exactly easy,” he said. “Might be better if I just keep it for myself.” 
 
      
 
    Shellz returned to the ship later that night without fanfare or anyone directly noticing her. She was able to sneak in and out through secret openings that were just above microscopic in size. Tiny ports or valves that the pilot had opened before she left. 
 
    When she was back inside the Dream’s navigation systems, within the spacious cockpit, Garm spoke from where she had been waiting in the shadows. 
 
    “This is a problem,” Garm said. 
 
    “Oh, hey. Garmy Garm. I didn’t see you there. Of course, I can’t really see that well when I’m not plugged in to anything,” Shellz said mirthfully. 
 
    “Did you murder those people in town?”  
 
    “What people? What town?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “Stop it. I know you’ve been coming and going. I’ve been aware of it every mission we’ve ever been on. I just never suspected you were out killing people,” Garm said. 
 
    “It’s not killing. So dramatic,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Then what it is?” 
 
    “I need to eat. Just like everyone else.” 
 
    “I thought you ate radiation.” 
 
    “I do. I consume energy. Radiation is just one form. But I can only stick my head out the window so long before I get sick,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Sick? How sick? Why didn’t you tell us this before?” 
 
    “Maybe not sick. I don’t really get sick. Not like you guys, spewing out green and orange gunk from your numerous holes. But if you all ate the same thing every single day, you’d want to try something new. Zum can’t cook for me,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “So…you want a variety of meals?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s a good way of saying it.” 
 
    “And to do that you murder people?” 
 
    “Stop calling it that. It’s not that at all. I’m just absorbing a different kind of energy. Most times, I don’t even use lifeforms. I’m just looking around for something new. Sometimes it’s electromagnetic noise that no one even notices. Sometimes it’s the heat coming off a power plant transformer. You know, anything different.” 
 
    “But you also absorb from living creatures?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Every once in a while.” 
 
    “And it kills them?” 
 
    “No!” Shellz said. “I mean yes, technically, it does. But it’s not like I’m going out with the intent of murder. I’m just absorbing electrons. And, I guess…sometimes…without those electrons and heat and plasma, some lifeforms can…sometimes…stop working.” 
 
    “You know, most sentient life refers to that as murder,” Garm said. 
 
    “It’s not murder! It’s just, like, drinking a quart of water. Or whatever you all do. I’m eating.” 
 
    “You are a vampire,” Garm said, mostly to herself. 
 
    “And I power this ship. My energy becomes the ship’s energy. And the ship feeds you. And keeps you warm. And gets us around. And I’m not as efficient if I use only one source. It takes longer and longer to fill up. Just like you all. Hey! You said the people here are sick because they only eat one thing. I’m like that,” Shellz said. 
 
    “But you’re not sick. This city is actually dying because of their limited diets. You aren’t dying.” 
 
    “I might be. You don’t know. Even I won’t know until I die. Then it will be like, ‘Whoops, I should have taken from the lifeforms.’ But by then it will be too late,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Shellz. I gave you an order not to leave,” Garm said. 
 
    “I know. Sorry.” 
 
    “This is not a huge planet with a huge population. They notice when their citizens are murdered.” 
 
    “It’s not murder…” 
 
    “A bunch of angry people stormed the ship while you were gone, demanding to know which of us was the killer,” Garm said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. We managed to push them off and bribe them, but killing four people in a community this small is a big deal,” Garm said. 
 
    “You all murder people! Every one of you—except Zummy. And I only accidentally kill the people that no one wants,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What does that mean? 
 
    “I only absorb from bald people,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “What? Bald? What does that have to do with anything?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Tobe said no one cares if the bald ones die.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt Lieutenant Tobe said anything of the sort. Either she didn’t understand what you were asking or you didn’t understand her,” Garm said. 
 
    “Maybe. Words. Heh. They can be confusing, right?” Shellz said. 
 
    “Wait. Zum is bald,” Garm said, alarmed. Her paymaster only had small tufts of white hair at the sides of his head and nape. 
 
    “No, he’s not. Zum is covered in hair,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What do you think bald means? Forget it! I don’t want to know,” Garm said. “Look, I don’t give orders very often. This is not a strictly regimented force.” 
 
    “I know. And we all appreciate that,” Shellz said. 
 
    “But you have put our mission in jeopardy. You have put the entire crew at risk,” Garm said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t. But it doesn’t change things. You should have told me this earlier. We have a lot of creative people here who can come up with creative solutions. Tenner, of all people, has developed a pharmacy of brand-new, never-before-seen drugs, using only dirt,” Garm said. 
 
    “The man knows his illicit chemicals.” 
 
    “But you have engineered a situation that can sabotage everything we’re attempting,” Garm said. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You cannot go out again. You cannot hurt anyone in the city,” Garm said. 
 
    “But you all don’t even seem to—” Shellz began. 
 
    “I am speaking! I am giving you a direct order! You cannot, and will not, ruin our efforts. This is what being part of a team is about. You are a valuable member of this crew. And you are, as of now, still a trusted member. If you cannot follow orders to the point where you are putting the rest of us in danger, then you have no place on this ship or any ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Shellz mumbled. 
 
    It didn’t sound or seem unusual, but the fact that Shellz mumbled was incredibly odd since she didn’t have an actual mouth. It took a year for Shellz to comprehend that creatures could actually enunciate incorrectly on purpose. She had always assumed it was an error in her listening devices. But since she figured it out, Shellz had been able to mumble with the best of them. 
 
    “You know I despise being unprepared,” Garm said. “But I can’t prepare for things that I haven’t the faintest clue of expecting. We are not angels or uncompromisingly good individuals. We are, however, a single unit. And we must work as a unit. By keeping me out of the loop and working alone you have undermined not only my authority, but my ability to keep us secure—financially as well as physically.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I understand and apologize,” Shellz replied, subdued. 
 
    “Good. I’m glad. We’ll speak of this in more detail at another time. When we have more options available to us,” Garm said, cooling off. “In the meantime, don’t leave the ship. And don’t discuss this matter with any of the other crewmembers. Especially Zum. He’s really beginning to like you, and I don’t want to mess that up if he finds out you’re actually a vampire.” 
 
      
 
    It can take professional sociologists decades to understand a foreign culture. And that only applies to a culture that resides on their own planet and is of their own species. 
 
    Sociologists in the Colmarian Confederation, faced with 50,000 unique alien races spread across the galaxy, had more or less thrown up their collective hands and stopped trying. Instead, they worked on making a broad social framework that all member species in the Colmarian empire might use to prevent inadvertent blunders. A kind of handbook of politeness shared by vastly disparate alien beings. 
 
    Colmarians, in general, were quite a racially accepting empire. They had to be, with so many physical and mental quirks and peculiarities amongst so many species, all of which were free to migrate as they chose. For example, there was not one, but fifteen different races whose breathing noises sounded precisely like explosive diarrhea in the ears of most other Colmarians.  
 
    Tenner had cautioned the crew against providing food directly to the starving citizens of Abarone-on-Shankir. It was his recommendation based upon viewing the behaviors of the locals. He felt certain the people would attack the ship and take every ounce of food they had, killing anyone in their way. 
 
    But Tenner Tashly was not a sociologist and his assessment was wildly incorrect. 
 
    Zum had provided food to the locals on several occasions. After the kids cleaned dust from the ship, he couldn’t help but feed the poor youths. And to help quash the investigation of the murders, he had distracted them with delicious meals. 
 
    Even if the Summer Dream Adventure possessed enough food, there was no way to prepare and distribute it to the entire city given their small crew. 
 
    However, Zum could operate a kind of soup kitchen. Even if he provided one extra meal a week to each citizen, it would increase their total caloric intake and nutrient levels by a fairly substantial amount. It was deemed a risky charity, but they set it up, and put it into motion. 
 
    Each citizen of Abarone-on-Shankir was given a number and allowed to come to the cafeteria once a week and use a soup voucher. The squeaky floor was slowly saturated with dust and became like any other floor. None of the crew were particularly superstitious, but they wondered if the cafeterias had somehow been designed with this in mind. 
 
    And contrary to what Tenner had warned, the locals acted like perfect gentlemen and ladies. 
 
    It was a slow transformation, but more and more activities and social life began to move to the Summer Dream Adventure. Not unusual since the ship was actually built for this purpose. 
 
    Citizens played shuffleboard and a hundred other boat games. They swam in the clean swimming pools. They lounged in the saunas. They gambled in the parlors. They stared out the windows of the various observation decks while flirting and chatting and catching up with their neighbors. 
 
    The pleasure cruise spaceship had become a true pleasure cruise destination, while anchored in the desert next to a destitute mining town. 
 
    Part of this was logistics. Garm was not comfortable having Tobe operate in the city, in whatever street or alley or private home they happened to be in. So Garm had ordered The Church of Thad Elon Religion to move its ceremonies inside the ship where they could be monitored. There was a greenhouse they used for their religion. Its original purpose had been to provide fresh fruits and vegetables on long voyages, but was not used by the crew. However, it was capable of being blasted clean with high-pressure water. Which made it the most hygienic area in which to conduct Tobe’s religious activities—even if the floors were very hard. 
 
    Saladon had repeatedly admonished the locals to give up their narcotic infatuation to prevent their rampant health decline. But Saladon’s entreaties were not very enthusiastic or polite and were therefore ignored. 
 
    Garm was worried about having a bunch of miners, high on drugs, moving about her ship. So Zum and Tobe both made it a requirement that to get food, or get religion, you had to be drug-free. There were quite a few holdouts at first. But “mining” in the city wasn’t nearly as fun when it was just a handful of the same guys punching each other over and over. So within a month, the entire city was completely sober. It was one of the most miraculous drug rehabilitation programs ever implemented. All it took was providing free food, free sex, and a myriad of fun activities on the Summer Dream Adventure to a population that had none of those things for generations. 
 
    The entire city couldn’t fit in the Summer Dream Adventure at once—not comfortably, anyway. So as the ship became more and more popular, they had to limit occupation by shifts. Each person could stay in the ship for 8 hours. With a day, swing, and night shift. Something the miners took to quite easily. 
 
    Within two months, the city of Abarone-on-Shankir had mostly become the sleeping quarters for the new residents of the Summer Dream Adventure. It didn’t even take much oversight from the crew. The locals simply explored, and took up activities as they discovered them. They had bowling leagues, two film societies, card tournaments, and they were in the process of creating a glocken championship composed of seven separate teams—the only difficulty was coordinating games between the shifts. 
 
    All of Garm’s charities were an overwhelming success. Even the fish cloning had been able to produce its first spawning. They had turned five frozen minnows into five thousand live fish. They had the locals introduce them into the polluted mines immediately, so they could mature in the environment in which they would live. 
 
    The women of the region had long ago become very close to infertile. It was quite difficult for them to conceive, because they did not have the food to sustain a pregnancy, and their own bodies recognized this. The short lifespans of the locals combined with a low birthrate had pushed the city into a slow death spiral that would witness their complete extinction within two centuries. But with their ripening health and new religion, Saladon warned of an impending baby boom that would further stretch the food resources of the area. 
 
    But for the time being, the population was more vibrant, happier, and engaged in a staggering amount of intercourse. 
 
    If anyone had doubted Garm and her crew, and their purpose here, such doubts were long ago forgotten. Captain Garm’s name was invoked with almost the same reverence as Thad Elon during one of Tobe’s ceremonies. All the crew were minor celebrities, even Shellz—though the locals believed she was the ship and not merely its pilot. They would use the names Shellz and Summer Dream Adventure interchangeably. 
 
    Even Klorr was much admired. The Gandrine had returned from whatever missions Clarris had used him for. The local children climbed all over him and drew pictures on his surfaces with chalk. The parents believed him to be an excellent guardian and babysitter, not understanding he was almost completely vacant. 
 
    Absolutely everyone in the city was pleased. Everyone except Section Master Nipo. He had made much noise and indicated his displeasure every step of the way. It was apparent to him that his own importance was becoming more and more diminished as the Summer Dream Adventure became the surrogate city. At what point would they realize they didn’t even require a section master? 
 
      
 
    Garm was holding one of her weekly crew status report meetings in the stateroom. It was a chance to check up on how everyone was doing. Only Klorr was not present and Shellz was merely listening in as usual. 
 
    “The locals have asked to create a unit of greeters who can direct traffic in the ship and prevent people from getting lost,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Sure. Why would they need our permission for that?” Garm shrugged. 
 
    “They’re miners. I think they was bred to be miners. They’re damn organized,” Zum said. 
 
    “Yeah, they are. Even when they were ‘mining’ and trying to kill each other, it was coordinated. They’d all walk single file to the medical pods when they were done,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Sure. Let them do it,” Garm said. “We don’t want any more people dying because they get lost in the bowels of the Dream for days on end. That is why they died, right?” 
 
    The last question was a poke at Shellz. Garm had still not had a virtual sit-down with her pilot. It was not clear that Shellz understood the significance of not murdering random strangers. The reason Garm hadn’t pushed the issue farther was because she had no way to punish or reprimand Shellz. If Shellz got fed up and floated away, the ship would be stranded and they would all die. The best Garm could do was hope her pilot refrained from draining the lives of more bald people. 
 
    “I didn’t perform an autopsy,” Saladon said. “But these things perish all the time without much prompting.” 
 
    “How are the ship’s food stores?” Garm asked Zum. 
 
    “We’re fine. I tried making some more flavorful dishes, but they can’t taste ’em. So big-ass kettles of soup seem to be best. And I can use up all our long-term frozen stuff. At the current rate, we got about eighteen months of food,” Zum said. 
 
    “That long? Even including what we eat?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Ours is separate. I only use the junk on the locals,” Zum said. 
 
    “How is the clinic?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I have commenced seeing male patients, now that I’ve worked through most of the disgusting female class,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I bet those guys are in worse shape,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Everyone in this city is in a frightening state of poor health. The specifics vary, but they are all about equal in their proximity to death,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I have something,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What’s up?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I saw they’ve started building equipment and tying lines to Klorr. Like he’s the center of a playground,” she said. 
 
    “I was against that from the start,” Zum said. “He could move without warning and flatten those kids. Klorr should be off-limits. We should put some cones around him and hazard lights or flares.” 
 
    “Klorr is very popular. I’ve designated him a Stalwart Symbol of Love in my religion,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Why?” Zum asked. 
 
    “It’s really hard to come up with stuff to say in a sermon,” Tobe explained. 
 
    “I agree with Zum. Last thing we need is for Klorr to accidentally smush some children,” Garm said. 
 
    “He would be doing them a favor,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I’ve also received a petition to make a local police force,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I don’t like that,” Zum declared. “We can’t have armed guards on our own ship. What if they mutiny?” 
 
    “I don’t think they would be armed,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Do they really need police? I haven’t heard of any fights since we got rid of the drugs,” Garm said. 
 
    “It’s more like theft and coming into the ship when it isn’t their shift or double-dipping in the cafeteria,” Tenner explained. 
 
    “Have them write up a proposal and I’ll look at it,” Garm said. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re big on writing around here. I’m not even sure they can read,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Of course they are illiterate,” Saladon stated. 
 
    “I’m not sure this is interesting or not, but I heard something from some members of my congregation,” Tobe said. 
 
    “What is it?” Garm asked. 
 
    “They’ve probably run out of holy lube,” Tenner joked. 
 
    “A ship landed out in the desert somewhere,” Tobe said. 
 
    “A spaceship?” Garm asked. 
 
    “A water ship would have a tough time sailing through the desert,” Tenner suggested. 
 
    “It’s probably Nipo fielding more offers. Representatives from a mining corporation coming to inspect the place. I wouldn’t worry about it,” Garm said. 
 
    “Guys, that doesn’t make sense,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What doesn’t?” Zum asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen how much of a problem this dust is. And we’re sitting at the port. The port has natural buffers with the hills to the north and west and the city blocking one whole side. No one is going to land a spaceship in the middle of the desert on purpose. They could be swallowed whole by the sand,” Shellz said. 
 
    “You think they crash-landed?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No, because then I would have received some sort of mayday or alert. I didn’t get anything. I saw no scans or communications at all,” Shellz said. 
 
    “You sure it was a ship? Maybe it was a meteorite,” Zum said to Tobe. 
 
    “I didn’t get details. But two people mentioned a ‘spaceship landing’ in the desert,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Find out more if you can,” Garm instructed Tobe. “Shellz, any reasons you can think of why anyone would willingly land out there and not at the port?” 
 
    “Yeah. So we don’t see them,” the pilot said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    The Blues 
 
    Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang walked into a large sports gym. It was humid inside and the sounds of people grunting, lifting, and straining were nearly drowned out by the pop music they were blaring from a hundred speakers. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the young woman at the front desk asked the older woman, who was clearly not dressed for physical activity. 
 
    “If only,” Lizo-Wang replied, not sparing the other woman a glance. 
 
    Lizo-Wang wound her way past sweating bodies and exercise machines of stupendous complexity to one of the side areas where they were conducting group classes led by an instructor. She entered a room where twenty-three people danced around, poorly synchronized.  
 
    Their lack of coordination wasn’t due to it being a beginner class or that the instructor was bad, it was simply difficult to get beings with four legs and three legs and no legs to all dance to the same beat—especially if they weren’t equipped with ears. 
 
    “Marsh-Fein, I would like to speak to you,” Lizo-Wang said to the instructor, who was in midair when she heard the news. 
 
    “I’m busy at the moment,” Marsh-Fein replied. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for niceties. Um, Miss? You. Is that an iced tea you have on your head?” the kitchen staff supervisor asked a small pink alien in the front row. 
 
    The alien was not a woman, but was also not a man. Lizo-Wang had merely assumed based on the color of the species, which was of course ridiculous, but so were a lot of things. 
 
    “Huh?” the pink alien asked. 
 
    But the thought was not completed as the roof was lifted from the building, one of the walls exploded, and armed, tactical commandoes rushed inside. 
 
    Lizo-Wang hugged Marsh-Fein with her spindly, old-woman arms. Everyone else in the gym was forcibly dragged away by the task force. 
 
    “Forgive me, all those who were abducted—and who obviously can’t hear me—but I don’t have the luxury of time. And neither do you, my Quadrad friend,” Lizo-Wang said, letting go of the instructor. 
 
    “What? I’m not a Quadrad,” Marsh-Fein said, though she was remarkably composed for someone whose place of business had just been invaded and its customers kidnapped. 
 
    Lizo-Wang sighed. 
 
    “Let’s skip past all that, shall we? There is a record of you leaving Quadrad when you were approximately thirty years of age and there is no record of you arriving. So you were either born on a transport and hung around its corridors for three decades—which is unlikely, but not impossible—or you’re a Quadrad,” Lizo-Wang explained. 
 
    Marsh-Fein didn’t answer. The woman was very tall, with long, cinnamon-colored hair, secured tight to her head. She was, of course, in tremendous physical shape, able to lead group exercises composed of a dozen different alien species, each with its own unique body compositions. 
 
    “This is a life-or-death situation. Not for me—I’ll be fine—but for you,” Lizo-Wang began. The kitchen staff supervisor looked up to where the roof used to be and saw two aircraft were hovering around above them. Their engines were quite loud. “One moment. I can’t hear myself think.”  
 
    She then began to speak in a stilted, enunciated style. 
 
    “I am so not thirsty. I can’t see myself drinking anything for days,” Lizo-Wang declared. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but the aircraft slowly drifted away, leaving it much easier to talk in a normal voice. Lizo-Wang was still plagued by the herbal tea security task force. She couldn’t control it, but she had discovered various ways in which she could nudge it around. 
 
    “Because of the urgency, I am going to speak plainly,” Lizo-Wang began. “I won’t flatter myself by saying this is an honor, but I don’t speak plainly to anyone, ever. I am the kitchen staff supervisor in the Department of Food, Edibles, Nourishment, Sustenance, Larder, Feed, and Radon within the jurisdiction of the Colmarian Confederation empire.” 
 
    Marsh-Fein stood with her mouth slightly ajar. 
 
    “Long department title short, what that means is I’m responsible for tracking down and executing Quadrad,” Lizo-Wang continued. 
 
    “Why? I’m just a fitness trainer.” 
 
    “That you are. And very fit, indeed. But the Quadrad have become a priority for some of the top officials in our government and they have allocated significant resources to stopping your people. In fact, my budget is so large I could probably pay to destroy your planet and everyone on it. And just to be sure, every planet in the adjacent fifteen solar systems. Unfortunately, I can’t use my budget like that. But if I was more creative, I might be able to bury your planet under iced tea—or anything else I was permitted to expense.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “Of course you don’t. Who could? What you need to know is that I have located a number of Quadrad. And as of now, every single one of them is dead.” 
 
    “You killed them?” 
 
    “Me? No. But various other departments have taken my information, and then interrogated your fellow Quadrad. And after thirty or so departments take turns questioning, even very fit people tend to move along from the mortal world. The problem—besides the deaths, obviously—is that we did not learn anything from those interrogations. I believe it is a combination of Quadrad being extremely proficient at resisting interrogation and the Colmarian Confederation being extremely bad at performing interrogations,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Marsh-Fein said. “And what are you offering?” 
 
    “See? I knew you were a Quadrad,” Lizo-Wang stated. “I’m offering you life. Your life. I’m the only being in the galaxy that can save you at this point. Barring Thad Elon or some planet-munching Boranjame making a rare, personal appearance.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Marsh-Fein asked, certain she wouldn’t like the answer. 
 
    “I don’t understand the Quadrad. I thought I understood them. But each time I discover a new one, I’m further perplexed. Therefore, I’m asking you for information,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “I haven’t been there in decades. I can’t really tell you much, because I don’t know,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “You’re very much an exception in that we have a definitive log of you leaving your home planet. But it seems most ships keep only the scantest details of Quadrad journeys. Such a huge variety of vessels and such universally bad record keeping. How do you manage to keep your peoples’ travels so secretive?” Lizo-Wang prompted. 
 
    “It’s not mysterious. Quadrad is a poor planet. We have nothing to trade. No markets to drop off materials. So to convince a ship to make a detour and pick up a few passengers…the ships were either in the area already or they were simply curious. Quadrad passengers aren’t their primary concern—or top hundredth concern. My ship broke down and I had to transfer, which is probably why you have a record of me. Not because anyone was keeping it secret. They just didn’t care,” Marsh-Fein explained. 
 
    “Yes. That makes perfect sense. I suppose we were all just overthinking it,” Lizo-Wang said. “I had been using your encrypted job board. Where the Quadrad list work and the success or failure of that work. But I believe you found it was compromised and you’ve stopped using it. Do you know what’s taken its place?” 
 
    “I don’t think that board was ever meant to be hidden. It didn’t even have a password.” 
 
    “Yes. I finally figured that out,” Lizo-Wang said. “Did you use it?” 
 
    “I only browsed it a few times. I remember there was a listing to kill someone…somewhere, and they were offering 500 credits. It would probably take ten times that amount just to reach the planet,” Marsh-Fein said. “Even if you were already there you wouldn’t make any money. I’m not sure what the purpose of that message board was, actually.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “I’m also not sure why I should help you. Sure, I want to live. But I’m not so selfish I will sacrifice my entire species for my own survival,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “The Department of Etcetera and Radon has a number of directives—none of which include radon, of course. I was being unnecessarily flippant when I stated my goal was to find and kill your people. This task has taken a psychological toll on everyone involved, myself included. The fact is, Quadrad is a member nation of the Colmarian Confederation in good standing—or at least standing, we don’t really have gradations of good, only bad. I’m hopeful we can come to a peaceful resolution to all this. But I can’t accomplish that if I’m fumbling around blind and if the thousand departments following me are similarly misinformed,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “If your objective is to exterminate us, I can’t and won’t help you,” Marsh-Fein stated firmly. 
 
    “I’d hate for that to be your final answer. Because after I leave here, you will be interrogated by the clumsy thumbs of the Colmarian Confederation,” Lizo-Wang warned. 
 
    “You won’t get anything from us that way. And you seem to have already learned that much. Quadrad training includes decades of torture starting from a very young age. By birth, by death. And my experience providing exercise training to Colmarians of other species leads me to believe the Quadrad have a high natural pain tolerance. I’m shocked at how little other species can endure in terms of physical agony, mental setback, and overall disappointment,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “Maybe your people evolved for failure,” Lizo-Wang offered. 
 
    “I’m not the one searching for non-radon governmental solutions in a second-rate fitness spa,” Marsh-Fein replied. 
 
    “Is it second-rate? It seems to be well provisioned.” 
 
    “We don’t have any free weights, game courts, or food services.” 
 
    “I see. But again, please forgive me. My transformation into a spiteful, sarcastic creature has transpired only recently, and I’m still not very good at it,” Lizo-Wang said. “I’m only asking for basic information.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Marsh-Fein asked. 
 
    “Let me give you the details of the last Quadrad we uncovered so you might be able to appreciate our concerns. There was a Quadrad woman we found about three months ago with the name of Zaleesa.” Lizo-Wang paused expectantly. 
 
    “Quadrad is a planet. We don’t all know each other,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “I wondered if there was one…university or whatever,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “There’s a main region. But we are shuffled around so we can adapt and train in different climates and regions. Also, so we don’t develop any personal connections with fellow students.” 
 
    “Sounds like my high school,” Lizo-Wang said absently. “In any case, you know the Colmarian Confederation is governed by Parliament. Parliaments. There are, as of now, six different Parliaments.” 
 
    “I thought there were eight.” 
 
    “We lost a couple—can’t find them. But that’s another issue. The Parliaments all believe they are the one Parliament, so laws come fast and furious and overlap and contradict.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s common knowledge,” Marsh-Fein agreed. 
 
    “Zaleesa spent, we believe, twenty years trying to get one law passed in a single Parliament.” 
 
    “And what was that law?” Marsh-Fein prompted, when she felt expected to prompt. 
 
    “To change the official color of the Colmarian Confederation to cobalt blue.” 
 
    “Official color? I didn’t know the empire had a color.” 
 
    “We don’t. Well, we kind of don’t and kind of do. We have, I think, twenty…three, different flags. Or forty-three. Something-three. A lot. Like a thousand anthems. And each Parliament thinks we have a different official color. Zaleesa convinced one particular Parliament to change colors to cobalt blue.” 
 
    “Okay.” Marsh-Fein shrugged. 
 
    “Right. It doesn’t seem like much. What kind of twenty-year accomplishment is that? And who cares?” 
 
    “It’s a decent color.” 
 
    “It is,” Lizo-Wang agreed. “And as one of the official colors from one of the official Parliaments, buildings had to be repainted. Spaceships had to be repainted. Letterhead on documents. Insignias on trees.” 
 
    “Trees?” 
 
    “Yes. Some planets are weird,” Lizo-Wang replied. “But this empire is still run on chemicals. We can’t wave our hands and make cobalt blue out of thin air. And to create the very specific refraction pattern that produces cobalt blue, you need very specific minerals. Not rare minerals. Not by any stretch. But still…minerals. And those resources went from costing less than one credit per ton, to over a hundred credits a ton.” 
 
    Marsh-Fein blinked. Even the fitness instructor understood that was a lot. 
 
    “In my experience, you can’t have materials change that significantly in value without people dying,” Lizo-Wang said. “Mines that had been worthless will suddenly be worth a fortune. New trade routes will spring to life and old ones will vanish. Chemistry labs, and entire industries, will repurpose themselves. Ore stockpiles that had been taking up space will suddenly be fought over. Corporations devoted to a single pigment will be born. And, inevitably, wars will be fought over all this activity.” 
 
    “Just because of cobalt blue?” Marsh-Fein asked. 
 
    “Because a billion trillion billion tons of the color are required.” 
 
    “And what’s the connection to the Quadrad?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m asking you!” Lizo-Wang said. “We could find no ulterior motives that Zaleesa might have had. She didn’t own any interest in any company involved. She didn’t have any contacts with any cobalt-heavy planets. She didn’t operate or even know any traders or shippers. She spent twenty years pushing for a color and we don’t know why. It was my understanding that the Quadrad trained you to be assassins and political manipulators. But why would one of your kind champion cobalt blue?” 
 
    Marsh-Fein laughed. It was a jolly laugh and it irritated Lizo-Wang so much she was half-tempted to order a sweet tea. 
 
    “Quadrad aren’t assassins.” 
 
    “Then what are you?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “We are supposed to promote change. Be agents of change,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “Change? What’s that mean?” 
 
    “It’s a very philosophical concept, subject to endless interpretation. We are simply supposed to make things change. We don’t kill people to kill them. We kill them—or at least the ones engaged in assassination and not fitness counseling—to promote change,” Marsh-Fein said. 
 
    “What kind of change?” 
 
    “Any kind.” 
 
    “But how do you know if you’re changing things for the better?” Lizo-Wang asked desperately. 
 
    “We don’t care.” 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor plopped herself on the ground. The floor was padded, so it wasn’t a difficult drop. Her legs had suddenly gotten weak enough that she had to immediately sit down. 
 
    Marsh-Fein knelt down next to the older woman. 
 
    “We are instructed that any and all change is ultimately for the benefit of the galaxy. Societies have grown so large, powerful, and technologically advanced that they are able to remain static and unmoving forever. A company can be so large that it becomes incapable of collapse—even when it should fail. A government can be so large that it…can lose multiple Parliaments and not especially notice. The Quadrad are supposed to promote change. Restore change, to a galaxy that has forgotten how.” 
 
    “How can I find people, spread throughout the galaxy, who just want to…change stuff?” Lizo-Wang asked absently. 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    Full Disclosure 
 
    Garm was nervous.  
 
    That was not unusual. It might even be said that nervous was her natural state of being. But she was anxious in a way that her natural confidence was giving out, and that was quite rare.  
 
    “Hello everyone,” Garm began, when Saladon had finally arrived well past the point of fashionably late. They had congregated in one of the loading docks because Klorr had already been here and it was easier to move everyone to him. “I’ve asked you all here because I think it’s time I was completely honest and open.” 
 
    “Is this about the toilets?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “Head,” Zum corrected. 
 
    “Head of what?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “They’re called ‘heads’ on a ship,” Zum explained. 
 
    Tobe blinked and ignored the older man, thinking he was speaking whimsically about some bygone era as he often did. 
 
    “We only had a few side ceremonies in the toilets and I made sure to sprinkle bleach around after we were done,” Tobe said. 
 
    “No, it’s about the other spaceship that landed in the desert. Clarris did some recon and it turns out they are a…very large group of contract killers,” Garm said. 
 
    “Nice,” Tenner mumbled. 
 
    “Some of you may have heard, or may have guessed, but I’m…a Quadrad,” Garm said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Shellz asked on her speakers. 
 
    “I believe it’s some sort of avian. A bird,” Saladon offered. 
 
    “I met two Quadrad before,” Tenner began. “All three of them were dancers. But not exotic. Zum, that is the most beautiful coat I’ve ever seen! What shade of brown is that?” 
 
    “This?” Zum said, looking down at his old jacket. “I ain’t sure. Used to be tan. Was given to me by my third wife.” 
 
    “She must have really loved you, man,” Tenner said, his drugged eyes dazzled by the color. 
 
    “She set it on fire while I was wearing it. Might be where it picked up that color you’re referring to,” Zum said. 
 
    “Um,” Garm began, feeling her meeting was slipping away. “So it’s pretty clear the ship that Tobe heard about has mercenaries that have come for me or Clarris—who, yes, is also a Quadrad.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. I thought birds were able to fly,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Not all of them. There are many species of flightless birds. And some are even aquatic. A few volcanic, as I recall,” Saladon explained. 
 
    “No, Quadrad aren’t birds. It’s a planet. A people. And we are wanted by…various authorities and entities. I felt, as your captain, I should explain the circumstances and allow you to make the choice for yourselves.” 
 
    “What choice?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “Whether you want to continue serving here. With me. I sincerely appreciate all of your efforts. It’s been an honor working with you. But you may be in peril if you continue at the Summer Dream Adventure and I would understand if you chose to seek other employment,” Garm said. 
 
    “Why, again?” Tobe asked, thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Because I’m a Quadrad,” Garm said. 
 
    “Which isn’t a bird, right?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “No! I’m not a bird! Mercenaries are here to kill me or Clarris. I’m giving you a chance to run away,” Garm said. 
 
    “Oh,” Tobe began. “So, you’re like, wanted by the law?” 
 
    “Not…I mean…it’s hard to define what the law is, in the Colmarian Confederation, but there are going to be…groups…after me,” Garm said. 
 
    “Captain, none of us here is waving around a spotless background. It’s why we’re working instead of enjoying our retirements. Hell, Klorr’s species can be shot on sight—not that it would matter. Saladon could be shot on sight—if anyone knew what a Rettosian was. Shellz ain’t allowed to move around,” Zum began. 
 
    “And I totally never would. Obviously,” Shellz blurted. 
 
    “Tobe ain’t supposed to be inside our borders. Just giving her a ride is a crime,” Zum continued. 
 
    “And she does so much riding,” Tenner laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, but people are actually hunting me,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Is this the part where we all share stories of the many, many crimes we’ve committed in the past which have led us to become pickpockets on a pleasure boat in the desert? Because I don’t want to do that,” Tenner stated. 
 
    “Me neither,” Zum agreed. 
 
    “I’ve killed a ton of people,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Hah! Shellz. Killed them with her gas fists,” Garm joked nervously. “Just shut up.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “I just want to be sure that everyone is okay with your captain being a Quadrad. It could put you all in danger,” Garm said. 
 
    “Whatever,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Fine by me, Captain,” Zum added. 
 
    “Living is dangerous,” Tobe said philosophically. “Not to mention all the stealing we do.” 
 
    “Colmarians of any sort do not concern me,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I think it’s cool,” Shellz said, still not entirely clear on what was happening. “Good for you, Garm.” 
 
    Everyone looked to Klorr and waited. 
 
    “Why do you always do that? You behave as if you are expecting the Gandrine to comment,” Saladon said. “Klorr is physically and mentally incapable of answering you or following this conversation.” 
 
    “We’ve all watched too many tele shows. Where the quiet retard says something profound at the end of the program and saves the family farm,” Tenner said. 
 
    “What’s a farm?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “It’s like a big greenhouse that poor people use,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Alright. Well. I guess that’s settled. Now we need to deal with some mercenaries,” Garm said. 
 
      
 
    Some hours later, Zum, Tenner, and Garm met in the stateroom to formulate their strategy. 
 
    “This is the ship that landed in the desert. About forty-five miles away,” Garm said, flicking the specs to the men’s teles. 
 
    “That’s a military vessel,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Well, paramilitary. But, yes,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Doesn’t have much of a range,” Zum added. “More of a big shuttle.” 
 
    “No. Probably a few solar systems over. This entire sector ended a war about twelve years ago,” Garm said. 
 
    “What kind of war?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “A real one. Colmarian against Colmarian. Not uncommon. It went on for about fifty years. So that means there’s a few generations around here who have experienced nothing but conflict,” Garm said. 
 
    “How come we didn’t know about this?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Because it ended a decade ago and didn’t matter to us,” Garm said. “We can’t avoid every territory that had problems twelve years ago or we’ll never go anywhere.” 
 
    “And when that war ended, the area had a bunch of salty marines, with no skills other than killing, and no jobs. Man, why does that sound so familiar?” Tenner asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Right. These guys are mercenaries. And their assignment is either me or Clarris or the Dream,” Garm said.  
 
    “So you’ve been in contact with your friend?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Yes. She performed all this reconnaissance,” Garm said. “We know what groups owned the spaceship in the past—though it could have changed hands since then. This is the battle armor both sides were using in the war. So we should anticipate the mercenaries still possessing it.” 
 
    The men examined the schematics in dismay. 
 
    “This is like, serious ground assault gear,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I thought you said the Navy didn’t use robust ground troops,” Garm said. 
 
    “This isn’t Navy. This is for civil wars. Where jerks need to occupy cities without blowing them up from space,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Captain, we don’t got anything that can punch through armor like this,” Zum said. 
 
    “We do. That stupid recoilless rifle that you said I was stupid for buying,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “I didn’t say you were stupid for buying it. I said you shouldn’t make weapon purchases while you’re under the influence,” Zum said. 
 
    “Well, that’s a bit unreasonable,” Tenner countered. 
 
    “Besides, that gun is for vehicles. Or putting holes in buildings,” Zum said. 
 
    “This armor practically is a building,” Tenner said. 
 
    “How many soldiers are we talking about with this equipment?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Estimate is between thirty and thirty-five,” Garm replied. 
 
    Tenner and Zum exchanged looks. 
 
    “Captain, we can’t fight that many,” Zum said. “We don’t have the personnel to handle an engagement of that scale. Especially if they’re all dressed in this nonsense.” 
 
    “Yeah. Miners or religious counsellors are one thing. But those guys probably have military weapons and military training in addition to this armor,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I know. That’s why the three of us are talking now. What are our options?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We can leave,” Zum suggested. 
 
    “They are on the planet. Fanned out in the desert, somewhere. They could be sitting under orange blankets ten yards away and we’d never be able to see them or scan them with this dust. And not only can they catch us in space with their much quicker ship, they can hit us as we’re trying to prep for launch. We have to deal with them,” Garm said. 
 
    “How or why did they know to come here?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “My guess is Nipo tipped them off. Especially since he’s missing or gone into hiding ever since they showed up,” Garm said. “What he told them and whether or not they’re doing the job he asked them to do, we don’t know.” 
 
    “We need to shut down all operations. Bottle up. We got too many people coming in and out of this ship. They could just walk on in,” Zum said. 
 
    “We can’t shut down. It’s why we’re here,” Garm said. 
 
    “Respectfully, Captain, our lives are worth more than running some fake charities,” Zum said. 
 
    “They aren’t fake. By accident, we’ve provided a whole lot of valuable services to this city. As for them sneaking on board, the population around here are all nearly identical,” Garm said. 
 
    “I hit on so many men by accident,” Tenner agreed. 
 
    “Even disinterested Saladon would be able to notice non-local spies,” Garm said. 
 
    “They ain’t going to come in to get a physical. They’re going to stand in line, get inside, and then shoot us to pieces at close range,” Zum said. 
 
    “And the Dream isn’t meant to scan for people outside. The ship scanners are only good for seeing other ships and to avoid running into planets,” Tenner said. 
 
    “But this ship has good internal scanners. It has to,” Garm said. “With a few thousand passengers coming aboard, they have to be able to detect if people are carrying weapons or have contagious diseases. And the hospitals have amazing scanners.” 
 
    “Where are those passenger-loading scanners at?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “We got some arrays like you’re talking about. But they’re only on a few entrances and they aren’t active right now,” Zum said. 
 
    “Can we turn them on and funnel everyone through there?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Shellz would have to operate them,” Zum said. 
 
    “I was hoping to use her for other purposes. We got a floating crewmember that can shrink down to near-invisible who is also impervious to any kind of weapons,” Garm said. 
 
    “Captain, we need Shellz on the Dream. She can control every system simultaneously. She finds and fixes more routine errors than a fulltime crew of like…fifty sailors. If she’s not plugged in, we’re gonna start having cascading failures—especially sitting in this dust,” Zum said. 
 
    “Not to mention if one of those soldiers does get in here, Shellz can at least slow him down. There’s no automated defenses, but she could slam every door and fiddle with the life support,” Tenner said. “Right now, damn near everyone who steps onto the Dream gets lost because of how big it is. Now imagine trying to find your way around while Shellz makes one room pure nitrogen, the next 150 degrees, and the next zero gravity.” 
 
    “Alright, I guess. See about moving those scanners around,” Garm said. 
 
    “Why would they be coming for Clarris?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Like I said, she’s a Quadrad, same as me. And she’s been doing it for a lot longer. She’s basically a…more dangerous version of me,” Garm said. 
 
    The men were surprised. Not only to hear Garm praise someone above herself, but because they knew how dangerous Garm was. 
 
    “And what’s she doing?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “She’s watching their ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “Maybe the more deadly Garm should be out fighting the mercenaries,” Zum suggested. 
 
    “Yeah. I volunteer to watch their ship while she deals with thirty-five veterans,” Tenner said. 
 
    “She’s helping us and she doesn’t have to. If they’re after her, she could just hide in the back of some mine for a few months and they’d never find her. But we have the Summer Dream Adventure and our own religion. We can’t hide. We have to get rid of them before they get rid of us. We have no other choice,” Garm said. 
 
    “Hiding underground with Clarris sounds appealing. I heard rock slime isn’t so bad. And Zum could probably make all sorts of fancy slime recipes,” Tenner said. 
 
    “This is happening. Now give me some recommendations,” Garm said sternly. 
 
    “It’s times like this I wish Klorr could move and think,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Well…maybe he can,” Garm said. 
 
    “He ain’t going to be able to chase soldiers in the desert,” Zum said. 
 
    “No. But he could walk toward their ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “You said it was forty-five miles away. It would take him forever. Hardly an urgent threat. ‘Oh no, we better move quick. He’ll be here in two years,’” Tenner said. 
 
    “Zum. If you had a full platoon of soldiers and you saw a Gandrine pounding through the desert to your ship, and your ship was your food, shelter, and only way off this planet, what would you do?” Garm asked. 
 
    The old man mulled it over. 
 
    “I’d send out scouts first. Try and determine intent. Maybe talk to him,” Zum started. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Tenner said. 
 
    “If you can’t communicate, then…yeah, you have to open fire. That’s standard procedure,” Zum said. 
 
    “And what if all those bullets and lasers and grenades did nothing and he keeps going like he’s living in the past and doesn’t even recognize you?” Garm asked. 
 
    “All hands. Start digging trenches. Ram the Gandrine with cars. Tie him down with cables. Throw everything you got. Get your heavy weapons assembled,” Zum said. 
 
    “Right. So that’s how we can pull those bastards out of hiding. Get Klorr the battering ram to march at their ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “Using Klorr as bait might work, but like Zum was saying, they probably have heavy weapons. They might own something that can kill a Gandrine. Or blow off his arm,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Yes, but unless it’s a magic wand, we’re going to see them wheeling up a cannon, right? We’ll have a chance to take them out before they can get it prepared,” Garm said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Klorr ain’t exactly a homing pigeon, neither. He won’t walk perfectly straight over forty-five miles,” Zum said. 
 
    “And he might fall through one of the hidden ravines. They’re all over the place,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Walking straight doesn’t matter much. I can’t imagine they will see him veering by five degrees and be okay with letting a Gandrine pass near their ship. Too risky,” Garm said. “As for the ravines…I’ll ask Clarris. Maybe the locals can map them. Find a path that is clear and we’ll line Klorr up and point.” 
 
    “What about enlisting the locals to fight? They said they wanted to create a police force. They could at least help protect the ship,” Tenner said. 
 
    “No, I don’t like that. They won’t be able to shoot through their armor and they’ll just get in our way. And if we get a bunch of citizens shot up, it will be a real black mark on our charity work,” Garm said. 
 
    “I agree,” Zum said. 
 
    “Yeah, but they got those medical pods. And they have like generations of experience punching faces. We could at least have them inside the Dream to wrestle any invaders. Protect the cockpit or engines,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I’ll think on it,” Garm said. 
 
    “What will Tobe be up to? Keeping her followers chanting?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “I want to try and use Tobe to sabotage. She can sniff around and morph into one of the soldiers. Hopefully. And then she can walk onto their ship and…do whatever we need,” Garm said. 
 
    “To what end? If anyone asks her how her day was, she’ll give herself away and get captured,” Zum said. “That’s not a big ship and I’m sure they all know one another.” 
 
    “They won’t have time if they’re dealing with an approaching Gandrine and the rest of us. It’s just an option. If we can cripple their ship, with Klorr or Tobe, then we don’t actually have to kill them. Maybe not even fight them. They’ll be stranded here in the desert and we’re the only ones with a ride,” Garm said. 
 
    “And we got swimming pools to spare,” Tenner added. 
 
    “They could always tele for help,” Zum said. 
 
    “And how long until it gets here while they sit around in the desert? Even if reinforcements are only a week away, that’s a long time to be without food or water and up to your neck in orange dust,” Garm said. 
 
    “What will I be doing?” Zum asked. 
 
    “You’ll be doing everything else. Running the clinic. Giving food as usual. And doing…basic…religious services,” Garm said. 
 
    “How many arms you think I got?” Zum demanded. 
 
    “We have to keep the charities operational. Even a small disruption can get back to the government and then we don’t get paid. Or payment gets delayed for ten years while they sort it out. Also, I’m not sure why those paramilitaries haven’t attacked already, but I suspect it’s because we’re surrounded by a few thousand innocent bystanders. While I’m not comfortable giving the locals weapons and telling them to shoot at trained soldiers, I don’t mind keeping them close while we provide charity. It makes the ship an unappealing target,” Garm said. 
 
    “Civilian shields. I like it. When ripping off the government isn’t enough and you want to add actual war crimes to your résumé,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Stop being dramatic. We’re helping this city far more than we’re hurting,” Garm replied. 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “Saladon needs to man the hospital. I don’t know that stuff,” Zum said. 
 
    “It isn’t hard. And I need her coming up with ways we can actually fight people wearing tactical combat gear,” Garm said. 
 
    “A nuclear bomb might work,” Tenner said. 
 
    “All I know is one gun isn’t enough. I can’t cartwheel them to death,” Garm said. 
 
    “I don’t see how I can run all our charities. Cooking meals takes most of my day as it is,” Zum said. 
 
    “Then make them worse. Or simpler. Clean water is already a huge improvement to the diets of this region. Take that and…throw in some spices. I don’t know. Or get locals to work the kitchens. Whatever. Just for a short while,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yeah, you can probably stop cooking once the mercenaries kill the rest of us,” Tenner offered. 
 
    “Captain, just because a few of us served in the military—” Zum began. 
 
    “Military prison,” Tenner corrected. 
 
    “That too. This crew simply ain’t capable of engaging in serious armed conflict with a serious enemy force like that. We have two people capable of fighting. Even if you’re worth five soldiers and Tenner is worth a half-soldier—” Zum added. 
 
    “Hey,” Tenner objected. 
 
    “If we provoke a real fight, we’re gonna be slaughtered,” Zum finished. 
 
    “I would love to sit down and talk with them. But it’s pretty obvious they didn’t come here to chat. You don’t hire paramilitaries with a dappled history of genocide as your diplomats. And honored diplomats don’t secretly land in the middle of the desert. They’re here to kill us. Or me. Or Clarris. And we won’t know which until they start shooting,” Garm said. 
 
    “It’s fine. All in all, I would say we have a good plan,” Tenner stated. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Garm said. 
 
    “No, I would say we have a good plan. But this is a lousy plan,” Tenner corrected. 
 
    “Well, it’s what we have. And it isn’t improved by your complaining,” Garm replied. 
 
    “I don’t know. I feel better,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Garm went to check up with the rest of her crew after she had given them time to carry out her instructions. 
 
    “I spoke to my congregation about the desert,” Tobe began. “It shouldn’t be a problem for Klorr to walk to the other ship.” 
 
    “What about the ravines?” Garm asked. 
 
    “There are multiple kinds of traps in the desert. I won’t use the words they use, because I don’t remember them,” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean by traps?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Like what Tenner was talking about: big sinkholes that drop you down a mile and fill your lungs with dust. Those are really rare. Mostly around where there used to be streams or rivers or where they did really extensive mining,” Tobe said. 
 
    “And they wouldn’t mine under the spaceport for obvious reasons,” Saladon said. 
 
    “But there are also big drifts of dust all over the place. Where the natural landscape slopes or rises and the wind collects maybe ten or twenty feet of dust,” Tobe added. 
 
    “And do we know where those are?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No, and they don’t matter,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Seems like they should matter a lot,” Garm objected. 
 
    “To a bipedal mammal, the drifts would potentially be fatal,” Saladon said. “If you were to trip or fall into one, you might not be able to get out. But Klorr would not only be taller than many of them, but his mass would cause the piles to saltate and disperse. And he travels so slowly that collision with a dune would not result in any sort of damage—unlike if you were driving a vehicle.” 
 
    “But we’re talking forty-five miles. He could still fall into a pit way out there, right?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You may have noticed, but Klorr is a large…creature,” Saladon said. “For there to be an opening wide enough to swallow him, yet still perfectly camouflaged with microparticles of dust that are subject to gravity, is incredibly unlikely.” 
 
    “Okay. Then I guess we can just unload him and point,” Garm said. 
 
    “And wait the appropriate duration for him to comprehend,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Yeah. So what about the soldiers, Tobe? Can you sniff them out and transform into one so you might do some spying or sabotage?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I’m not a bloodhound. It’s a subconscious process. A flag doesn’t pop up in my face when there’s a new species of ovaries or testicles around,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Can you try and make it a conscious process?” Garm asked. 
 
    “How? Go hiking through the desert and hope no one clonks me on the head or shoots me?” Tobe asked. “I need to be close to pick up their biology. It was evolved for breeding. And you don’t breed with people who are hidden, a long distance away from you.” 
 
    “But that’s the point, we don’t know if they’re far away. They could be milling around outside the ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “If they are wearing the combat armor you sent me, I imagine they will be noticed,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Tobe, we need you to be able to help us on this,” Garm said. 
 
    “I am helping. I’m preaching an entire religion,” she replied. 
 
    “I’m going to have Zum take over those responsibilities,” Garm replied. 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything about it,” Tobe argued. 
 
    “He can’t just tell everyone to have sex?” Garm asked. 
 
    Tobe paused. 
 
    “I guess that would work. But he also needs to say ‘Thad Elon’ at some point.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him. But we need to utilize your shapechanging. They won’t be expecting it and it could give us a tremendous advantage,” Garm said. 
 
    “If they are outside the ship, in the big crowd that’s waiting for food and medical junk, like as the different shifts line up, then I might be able to pick them up,” Tobe said. 
 
    “And you could show them to us?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. I can’t locate an individual based on hormones floating through the air. It doesn’t work like that,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Then how does it work?” Garm asked, frustrated. 
 
    “I don’t know. It just works,” Tobe replied. 
 
    “You understand that our lives are on the line, right? We might be murdered very soon. And if you can sneak past our murderers that would be extra-super-nice,” Garm said. 
 
    “I know. But you’re asking me to do things I can’t do. It would be extra-super-nice if you could punch the sun and, like, kill everyone. But you can’t do that,” Tobe said. 
 
    “So then what can you do besides having sex with a lot of people?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You said that maybe they’re working for Nipo,” Tobe asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We suspect he contacted them and once they showed up, he left,” Garm said. “He’s probably waiting for them to do his dirty work.” 
 
    “I could transform into one of you,” Tobe said. 
 
    “What would that serve?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’ve slept with most of you and I have all your material,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Let me think about what we can get you doing. You’re dismissed, Tobe,” Garm said. “Saladon, have you come up with any ideas on how to deal with the mercenary’s protective armor?” 
 
    “There are a number of methodologies that can be deployed as force multipliers,” she began. 
 
    “Can we do this without the science lesson?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That is unclear. Are there any other brilliant engineers on this inflated vessel?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “Whoever taught you sarcasm has a lot to answer for,” Garm said. 
 
    “On that account, you might seek to punish yourself,” Saladon said. 
 
    “We have one recoilless rifle. Apparently, that can do the trick. Can you make more of those?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That is hardly a mobile weapon system,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I thought it could be carried around.” 
 
    “Yes, it can be moved without the assistance of a vehicle or Gandrine. But you expressed your desire to have a weapon that you, yourself, could utilize whilst you…” Saladon said, while making some vague chopping motions with her hands. 
 
    “Yeah. I need to be able to get around quickly and use it as needed,” Garm said. 
 
    “Then a 65 millimeter recoilless rifle is not what you are seeking,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Okay, then what are your other force multipliers?” Garm asked, preparing herself for a lecture. 
 
    “Biological agents are out of the question. Germ warfare is unreliable and would likely kill the rest of us. Chemicals are highly portable, but suffer from many of the same issues as biologics. And their armor would be proof against most of the chemicals that you could reliably carry without immediately dying,” she began. 
 
    “Can we just skip to the stuff that might work and might not kill me?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Explosives—” Saladon began. 
 
    “There’s only so many hand grenades I can carry.” 
 
    “No doubt. And a standard hand grenade wouldn’t fracture that armor,” Saladon replied. 
 
    “So how is that a solution?” Garm asked. 
 
    “This area has enormous stockpiles of explosive material,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Because of the mining?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that stuff still stable after all this time?” 
 
    “Yes,” Saladon replied. “But to make portions small enough to be portable, it would not produce a blast capable of defeating the mercenary armor.” 
 
    “Then—” Garm began. 
 
    “However. The desert could be mined. Explosives could be placed in static locations and they would be capable of destroying…anything other than a Gandrine,” Saladon said. 
 
    Garm contemplated that. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of fixed defenses. How many mines could we make?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Zum did the analysis of mining supplies available in this deficient dwelling and his tally indicated there are enough explosives that I could make approaching this ship impossible without flying. But the explosives would have to be moved here, weaponized, and then planted. Each step of that operation would require days,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Then that’s not a solution! We don’t have that long,” Garm said. 
 
    “Building several mines would not require such an expenditure of time and effort,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Alright. How about something I can carry? A gun I can use?” Garm asked. 
 
    “There is another mining tool that I am able to repurpose. It had a variety of uses in the local mines. Either to escape a cave-in or create a cave-in. It produces a vibrational pressure wave and they affix a hammer or pick or shovel to shape it,” Saladon said. 
 
    “What’s all that mean? What’s it look like?” Garm asked. 
 
    The Rettosian sighed with exaggerated fatigue. 
 
    “Think of it like an invisible fan that blows a very small area very hard,” she said. 
 
    “So then you could put a blade on it to shoot out?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. It does not shoot a projectile. It creates a vibrational pressure wave.” 
 
    “So then I hit them with a hammer? Will that do much?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I suppose it depends on your definition of ‘doing much.’ If placed against their head, it would remove their head.” 
 
    “Oh. That strong?” 
 
    “Yes. However, it can only be used once,” Saladon said. 
 
    “That’s no good. There’s thirty-five of them!” 
 
    “If you would allow me to finish…it can only be used once and then must be reloaded. A specialized machine is required to reload it. But I might be able to design a portable motor that could recharge it. But it would still take time to operate,” Saladon said. 
 
    “How much does all this weigh?” 
 
    “It is mining equipment. It is not designed to be lightweight. The handle and hammer are…approximately ten pounds, if I recall,” Saladon said. 
 
    “That’s heavy. I’m not a bodybuilder. I need to swing it around.” 
 
    “No, you do not. You swinging it like a literal hammer would not add to its effectiveness. You place the hammer against your target.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Garm said. “Presumably the hammer thing could be made smaller and lighter. I don’t need to create a cave-in. I’d like to be able to carry two of them and your motor. That would give me a lot more options.” 
 
    “I will see what I can do,” Saladon stated with great weariness.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    Tricky Bad Guys 
 
    “Pirate Ghost speaking,” Shellz began on the radio. “Big Rock has exited the Winter Nightmare. I repeat, Big Rock has exited the Winter Nightmare.” 
 
    “Why are you speaking in code?” Garm asked. “And using codewords the rest of us don’t know?” 
 
    “In case the bad guys are listening,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “Well, if they’re watching, they just saw a rock monster exit the ship, so they might be able to crack your algorithm, Shellz,” Garm said. 
 
    “I’m not Shellz. But fine. Um. Small Dolphin is swimming in the methane on a weekday,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Just talk normal,” Garm said. “What are the locals outside doing?” 
 
    “I’m not an expert at recognizing Colmarians. But if I had to guess, I would say they are terrified of Small Dolphin. They’re moving away from the…uh…Monkey Dancing Singalong,” Shellz said, struggling to come up with a codename for the Summer Dream Adventure. 
 
    “Shellz! Stop it. Speak normal. You aren’t confusing anyone except us,” Garm said. “Is Klorr heading to the mercenary ship?” 
 
    “No. He’s just standing there,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Are the big arrows still on the ground?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s kind of near them,” she answered. 
 
    “Alright. Let me know if anything happens,” Garm said. 
 
    At night, the crew had placed large cutout arrows pointing the direction in which Klorr was supposed to walk. They put stakes in the arrows to prevent them from blowing away or being disturbed. Garm spoke at Klorr for over an hour, saying the same thing over and over: exit the ship, follow the arrows, and keep going until we tell you to stop. 
 
    Four hours later, Klorr had finally walked out of the ship. At this rate, which was hardly guaranteed, he would begin moving in another sixteen hours.  
 
    Garm could not understand how Klorr’s brain functioned. Sometimes he could listen and react within minutes. And sometimes it took days for him to process.  
 
    All of Garm’s crew were frustrating in their own unique ways. But with Klorr, there was really no point in being upset. You would only further confuse him by cursing or shouting. All you could do was give him a very simple set of instructions and wait. 
 
    Garm hated seeing wasted potential. Every one of her crewmembers was capable of extraordinary achievements. But Zum had set her straight one day. He said that if the crew ever realized their full capabilities, they wouldn’t be working for her as small-time crooks.  
 
    There was much wisdom in that statement. 
 
    So Garm either had to entice her crew to become a little bit more competent; encourage them to realize their true abilities while simultaneously making sure they weren’t aware of them; or simply put up with them as they were, realizing they were all rather late in life to be rewriting their personality traits. 
 
    And all that assumed they lived past this current encounter. 
 
      
 
    For those of the crew that were aware, there was an impending sense of doom. Of course, only Zum and Tenner were aware. Even Saladon, despite her vast intelligence, did not suspect she was in danger from a motley band of Colmarian paramilitaries. 
 
    Zum contacted two of his ex-wives to say his farewells. One of them struggled to remember who he was and another passed along fervent hopes that he would die. 
 
    Tenner self-medicated slightly more than usual. And he was now so infatuated with the color brown that he changed his entire wardrobe to that color. 
 
    Other than Garm, the rest of the crew were oblivious to the crisis facing them. And Garm merely viewed it as a challenge. 
 
      
 
    Tenner, equipped with the only real weapon that could possibly kill the enemy soldiers in their combat armor, had set up firing positions around the Summer Dream Adventure.  
 
    The ship had an amazing number of entrances and exits and ports and ducts that could be opened. They were placed at all sorts of different levels and orientations on the ship so goods or equipment could be loaded to higher decks without it having to go through normal passenger corridors. Also, in case the ship was partially submerged, or stuck, or frozen, or its other entrances were damaged or blocked for whatever reason, such as being docked at a space station with three-quarters of the ship jutting into outer space. 
 
    Tenner had taken four such entrances, all of which were high from the ground, and partially opened them. He then barricaded and armored the areas with heavy piping and gear from the ship. He cleared the walkway routes that connected them and converted one of the ship’s forklifts so it could travel much faster—but could no longer fork. 
 
    With this setup, he would be able to move his recoilless rifle between the firing points as needed. Each entrance only offered about a fifteen-degree view. Which was further hampered by his ability to turn and adjust the 65 millimeter gun. To aim it, he would use a periscope, so he didn’t get his head shot off by an enemy sniper. 
 
    The chances of him being able to hit anything with this setup were incredibly small. But considering he only had nine shells, he couldn’t remotely kill them all anyway.  
 
    He had ten shells when he first bought the gun, but he tried one because…why not? 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t stated per se, but it was understood by the crew that if you left the ship at this point, you would die. 
 
    Klorr could exit because he was a Gandrine. Shellz could exit, because she was smog, but she was needed inside. For the rest of the crew, there were thirty to thirty-five armed soldiers outside, somewhere, and they prevented the crew from leaving. 
 
    The only good news about this situation was the Summer Dream Adventure itself. Not only was their home ridiculously self-contained and self-sustaining—unless the siege lasted for years—but the spaceship was also insanely durable. 
 
    While the Dream was about as far from a combat vessel as you could possibly be, it was still robust. If Tenner decided to shoot his foolish recoilless rifle at the Dream, all nine shots would not produce any significant damage.  
 
    Much like a naval ship had to be able to withstand the rigors of weather and wave, a spaceship had to deal with all sorts of harsh conditions. There were harmful radiation bands, neutrino dumps, and all manner of electromagnetic anomalies that could fry you without protection. In addition, there were large categories of dust particles in space: intersteller, intergalactic, interplanetary, accretion disks, and what have you. Not to mention the odd screwdriver or vent that fell out of, or off, another spaceship. While most of those objects were microscopic, in the case of dust, or low intensity, in the case of radiation, that wasn’t always the case. And when you collided with even tiny objects travelling hundreds of thousands of miles an hour, they didn’t seem so small. 
 
    So spaceship builders had long ago mastered the ability to make vessels tenacious. They learned from experience and mistakes, as the first million or so spaceships were ripped apart by this or that accident they hadn’t designed for. 
 
    Unfortunately for the crew, the same advanced material concepts went into the designs of the tactical body armor that the paramilitaries were using. And unlike the Dream, they could actually move around. 
 
      
 
    While everyone was waiting for Klorr to begin walking, Garm used the time to train with her new weapons. 
 
    As promised, Saladon had provided two mining “hammers” and a motor to recharge them. Much to her annoyance, Garm suspected her chief had not modified the tools whatsoever. She had simply taken the mining devices, did a lot of complaining about how dreadful the work was, and then handed them to Garm without changing a thing on them. 
 
    The hammers were metal rods about two inches in diameter and two and a half feet long. In terms of personal weapons, they were indeed heavy. The two hammers and motor weighed a total of 23 pounds. Considering Garm only weighed about 125 pounds, they were a significant load.  
 
    The motor could reload a single hammer in about 45 seconds. And that wasn’t including the time it took to affix and start it. Hardly a rapid-fire device, which was why Garm wanted two of them. As for the motor itself, it was hardly a motor in any sense Garm understood. It was not mechanical with whirling parts or gears. It was a recharger—a slow one. 
 
    Garm’s initial impression of the hammers was that they were entirely unusable as weapons. Not only did they have to be in direct contact with a physical object to work, it took .65 seconds for them to activate. Which may not seem like a long time, but placing a hammer against your target and then waiting was not ideal. Enemy targets had a tendency to move—especially when an enemy walked up and calmly placed a metal hammer on them. 
 
    The devices were made to move sand or dust. Or even rock. They were for close quarters when the miners couldn’t utilize explosives or produce chemical exhaust or maneuver in larger equipment. Such as if a miner had been buried alive and needed to get some air immediately. And in that instance, they were excellent.  
 
    The hammers caused a pressure wave in a cone pattern starting at the tip. Each of the nozzle attachments modified the shape and intensity of the cone. With the blunt hammer attached, the wave extended one foot in length and was one foot wide at the cone base. The speed of the wave was tremendous, approximately 6,000 meters a second.  
 
    What caused the devices to be truly damaging was that outside the cone, there was zero disturbance at all. If you placed a feather one millimeter outside the cone, it would not be moved. The difference in force between the affected and unaffected areas, thus caused the affected areas to be pushed away with great force and speed. 
 
    Garm practiced putting the device against a steel doorway. She wanted to see if she could break open a locked door. Instead, the hammer sliced out a circular section of the wall that was an inch thick. And there was no “kick” to the devices. Because it was not an explosion or typical kind of stored energy, holding onto it didn’t affect the user at all—in most cases. 
 
    But the hammers had many drawbacks. Not only were they slow to fire, slow to reload, slow to activate, and heavy, but if they were not in direct contact with an object of sufficient mass when they fired, they would create an inverse circular wave directly behind them. Saladon had tried to explain the physics of this, but Garm didn’t especially care. 
 
    In practical terms, if Garm activated a hammer while holding it aloft, she found herself hurled bodily twenty-five feet sideways. And it wasn’t even an effective means of movement because it also imparted a spin. So Garm would go twisting through the air like a doll that had been flung by its arm. 
 
    Therefore, calling the weapons “hammers” was not only misleading, but prone to accidental acrobatics. If she swung the hammer and it bounced off the target or she didn’t activate it precisely when it was in contact with a bulky target, then Garm would find herself taking an unexpected trip sideways. 
 
    Still, the devices were extremely deadly. Garm had numerous practice mannequins with which she could spar. Some were fully articulated so they flopped and bent like actual Colmarian bipeds. If she activated the hammer against them, it was capable of taking off a leg, blowing a hole in the torso, or popping off a head. However, placing it against a less massive surface, such as a hand or foot or even a forearm, would result in the reverse effect that sent her flying. 
 
    To carry the weapons, Garm only had a few options. She couldn’t run around with them in her hands, they were far too heavy. She needed both hands to wield even one. It made sense to put them on her back. They were out of the way there and could be secured with straps to distribute their weight. But that raised her center of gravity to such an extent she couldn’t balance them very well. And when she took one off to use it, she practically fell on her side. She could put them on the outsides of her legs, but that slowed her down too much.  
 
    Garm was not a puncher. She did not have great upper body strength. She needed her legs to give her quickness and agility and to be able to kick someone. She could do none of that with anchors on her legs. 
 
    Garm created a holster that had the hammers form an X at the base of her spine, just above her butt. That was low enough that it didn’t cause her to teeter dangerously, and left her able to sidestep and kick. And she used a clever snap-design holster to hold the weapons. When she removed one hammer, the other swung inward slightly and restored much of her center of gravity. Of course, putting them back was a hassle, but you couldn’t have everything. 
 
    All in all, Garm had gotten about six hours of training with the hammers when she received word that Klorr had begun walking. Six hours was nothing. Any military commander would warn you not to take a brand-new weapon into combat when you weren’t fully comfortable with it or familiar with its capabilities.  
 
    But Garm really had no choice. In the entire Summer Dream Adventure, there were very few items capable of damaging the tactical body armor of the paramilitaries—and none that were easily portable and not fatal to Garm.  
 
    She had reviewed the specifications on their armor and found that it slowed its users significantly. And in the dust and sand environment they were now at, the soldiers were likely so slow as to be laughably easy targets. 
 
    But there were up to thirty-five of them out there. What they lost in quickness, they made up for in their numbers. They didn’t need to be fast or sure-footed. They could fall over in the sand a hundred times in the space of a hundred yards and as long as there were five other people covering them, it didn’t matter.  
 
      
 
    “Garm, Klorr is walking,” Shellz said via tele. 
 
    “Affirmative. I’ll be right up,” Garm replied. 
 
    She went to the cockpit to view the progress of the Gandrine. Shellz trained some of the external cameras on Klorr. He had not yet reached the second arrow and was still under the ship. Garm watched for several minutes. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s walking?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He took a step,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “The leg on his port side moved. That one,” Shellz said, shifting cameras. 
 
    “It looks parallel with the other.” 
 
    “It moved.” 
 
    “That’s hardly considered ‘walking,’” Garm said. 
 
    “Excuse me! I don’t speak Gandrine. They might have all sorts of words for inching along. But it’s kind of walking.” 
 
    “Alright. I guess tell me when he takes three or more steps,” Garm said. 
 
    “Okay smokay,” Shellz sang. 
 
    “Hey. Can I ask you a question? Just between us girls?” 
 
    “You know I’m not actually a female, right? I just chose this voice for my speaker system because it sounds prettier than the male voices. Besides, all men seem to be drug addicts or grumpy, mean people,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “Are you basing your opinion of all men on Tenner and Zum?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t meet a lot of people.” 
 
    “There’s lots of males in the galaxy. Our first mate and cook aren’t really representative of the entire gender of every species.” 
 
    “Seems like they are. Nipo is a jerk.” 
 
    “Don’t you talk to other ships when you’re flying?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We just exchange technical data. You’re not really supposed to chitchat over navigation coms.” 
 
    “Why not?” Garm asked. 
 
    “With so many cultures and races, I suppose it’s too easy for someone to get offended while they’re steering a million tons of spaceship at half the speed of light,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Oh. Well, between us…beings, do you think you would be able to vampire those soldiers inside their armor?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Don’t call it vampire. That’s kind of offensive,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What should I call it then?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Absorbing their energy until they die?” 
 
    “That’s less offensive?” 
 
    “Then call it Smargle-Bargle,” Shellz suggested. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Come on. Say Smargle-Bargle.” 
 
    “Smargle-Bargle,” Garm sighed. 
 
    “Hah! Wait, that kind of sounds more offensive. Call it Bookle-Dookie.” 
 
    “Shellz. Could you…do whatever to those paramilitary soldiers while they’re wearing armor?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m a gas—mostly. Some life support systems can be difficult to get through because they’re specifically made to filter out substances like me.” 
 
    “I thought you just kind of enveloped them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like a cloud. Surrounded them. How do you do your…Goople-Gipple?” Garm asked. 
 
    “It’s easiest if I’m inside.” 
 
    “Inside what? A building?” 
 
    “No. Inside what I’m trying to Jargle,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Like, literally inside the living person? You go in their lungs?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s the lungs or spleens or vup-mup. Every species has different pockets. But from the inside, there’s a lot less coating and it’s faster to absorb,” Shellz said nonchalantly. 
 
    “And you’re worried about it sounding offensive?” Garm asked. “How long does it take for you to do this?” 
 
    “Depends on the creature. Some are slow. But usually a few hours.” 
 
    “Hours? You sit inside someone for hours?” Garm asked, shocked. 
 
    “I’m not sitting. It’s more Hobble-Bobble.” 
 
    “That’s far too long. They’ll probably cough you out or find some way to trap you,” Garm said. “Just keep watching the cameras, I suppose.” 
 
    “What else am I going to do?” Shellz asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tenner, I see some activity around Klorr,” Shellz said on the tele. 
 
    Tenner Tashly had been monitoring one of the other exits when he got the news. He grabbed his recoilless rifle, dragged it over to the forklift, and took off. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Shellz said. 
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can. What do you see?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “I don’t have a good visual,” she said. 
 
    “How can you not? You can spot spaceships halfway across the galaxy.” 
 
    “I can’t actually do that. And Klorr isn’t exactly the size of a battleship. I just see little dots,” she said. 
 
    Garm had trained, did some other activities, took a shower, did some reading, and was now alerted by the chatter she heard on the radio. She didn’t want to add her voice to the chaos, however. 
 
    Tenner got into position and began peeking with his periscope. He didn’t assemble his gun yet because he didn’t know if there was a need. He wanted to assess the situation before he tried to install the weapon, which weighed over a hundred pounds and took at least five minutes to get ready. 
 
    “What the hell?” Tenner said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Garm asked, after holding her tongue as long as she was able. 
 
    “It’s like…a smoke bomb? I don’t know,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Is Klorr okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I said ‘smoke bomb’ not ‘lake of radioactive acid.’ It’s kind of…huh,” Tenner said. 
 
    “What? What’s happening?” Garm asked. She was now running through the halls toward the bridge, where Shellz had already stated she couldn’t see much. But Garm simply couldn’t sit still. 
 
    “There were at least two soldiers. I think they put a tarp on him,” Tenner said. 
 
    “A what?” Garm asked. 
 
    “A tarp. Or maybe it’s paint. He’s covered in black,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Is he down?” Garm asked.  
 
    She had reached the bridge and was looking at the same screens Shellz saw. Klorr was just a tiny speck in a sea of orange dust. Shellz had to circle him on the screen because he was so difficult to recognize. It wasn’t that the giant was too far away, there was simply a lot of desert between them. As the wind blew sand, Klorr would alternately vanish and reappear.  
 
    “Down? No, he’s not down. He’s just got a blanket on him or something,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Is it a weapon?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You know what a blanket is, right?” Tenner asked.  
 
    “What are they doing now?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Nothing. They left,” Tenner answered. 
 
    “Did you take a shot?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. They’re like a mile away,” he replied. 
 
    “That isn’t a pellet gun! It has a huge range,” Garm said, irritated that Tenner had not done anything. 
 
    “It can’t shoot a mile,” he said. 
 
    “They’re not a mile away. Stop exaggerating. You should have been prepared,” Garm said. 
 
    “No, Garmster. Klorr is almost exactly a mile from the ship,” Shellz added. 
 
    “Oh,” Garm began. “When did he start walking? I must have lost track of time.” 
 
    “Almost fourteen hours ago,” Shellz said. 
 
    Garm thought about that. 
 
    “He only went one mile in fourteen hours? Isn’t that slow even for Klorr?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I told you not to put down those ridiculous arrows,” Saladon said, breaking into the tele conversation. 
 
    “What’s that have to do with it?” Garm asked. 
 
    “As soon as he approached one of your signs, he had to think what it signified. And his logical brain functions work on an entirely different scale,” Saladon explained. 
 
    “But you didn’t say that. All you said was we were dumb, the idea was dumb, and everything was dumb,” Garm replied. 
 
    “I did not utter any such inanities,” Saladon replied. 
 
    “Yeah, she probably said something like that,” Shellz added. 
 
    “But why would they put a blanket on him?” Garm asked. “Tenner, what’s he doing now?” 
 
    “Klorr? He’s just standing there. Maybe he’s moving. It’s only been a few minutes. But I don’t think he can see anything with a blanket on his head,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Oh!” everyone said at once. 
 
    “That’s pretty smart,” Garm muttered. 
 
    Up until now, there had only been two combat reactions to Klorr. Either people ran away, or they tried to use overwhelming force against him. And the results were about the same. No one had tried to blind the Gandrine before. The idea that a large blanket was his primary weakness was not immediately obvious. 
 
    “Can we take it off?” Garm asked. 
 
    “He’s a mile away. Out in the middle of the desert. With paramilitary baddies behind every dune. Are you going to volunteer to walk out there with no cover? And then in another mile they just put it back on,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Can you shoot it off?” Garm asked, desperate. 
 
    “I guess. It’s pretty far. But I suppose I can lob some shells at the back of Klorr’s head. But I bet they got a bigger supply of bedsheets than I got recoilless rifle ammo,” Tenner said. 
 
    “What were the soldiers like? What were their numbers and equipment? How were they arranged? Where did they go?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I was still setting up. I saw two guys for sure. They weren’t in armor. They probably took it off so they could be faster and so Klorr didn’t smash them. Armor wouldn’t do any good against him,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Why weren’t you watching him the whole time? That was the point of sending him out to begin with: to force them out of cover so you could shoot them!” Garm said. 
 
    “Garmy, it’s been fourteen hours,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Yeah. You told me to look around so they didn’t flank us or set up a mobile rocket launcher behind us that Shellz couldn’t identify. And, you know, I can’t watch a Gandrine walk in the desert for twenty-four straight hours,” Tenner said. 
 
    “It’s only been fourteen hours,” Garm said, but upon speaking the words she realized she was being unreasonable. “Forget it. It’s fine. Zum, do you have any thoughts?” 
 
    “I’m a bit busy doing this religion,” Zum said, clearly unhappy about it. “Hey, if she doesn’t want to pray with you, find someone else. Oh, he doesn’t. Sorry. Hey, put that down! You’re not supposed to stick that up there. That’s a religious icon!” 
 
    “Zum. Turn off your microphone, please,” Garm said. 
 
    “I don’t think Klorr is walking anymore,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Of course not, he can’t see your helpful arrows,” Saladon said sarcastically. 
 
    “Garm, who are these mercenaries? They got big guns and fancy armor and their first reaction to a Gandrine coming for them is to finesse it,” Tenner said. 
 
    Tenner was thinking along the same lines as Garm. The paramilitary soldiers had recognized what a potential danger Klorr was and they had negated him with nothing more than a blanket. The crew had not expected that. She had not expected that. The crew had been out-played and out-strategized. And now her bosun was stuck in the desert, surrounded by enemies. 
 
    Not that Garm was particularly worried for Klorr. Not exactly. But she was worried about how to deal with exceptionally armed paramilitary forces who were also quite clever. 
 
      
 
    A day later, Klorr stood unmoving in the desert. His upper torso had been saturated with a liquid polymer that had solidified. And the polymer had been further covered and secured with a camping tent. 
 
    At this point, what Klorr was thinking was unknown and unknowable. 
 
    It was an easy mistake to think of Klorr as a big and slow Colmarian. A rocky Colmarian with learning disabilities. But Klorr was an alien. 
 
    He was not even a he. That pronoun had been assigned out of convenience, but it was simply one of the many instances of anthropomorphism the crew utilized. None of the crew were zoologists, anthropologists, or xenobiologists. Klorr had two arms and two legs and a head, and therefore everyone mistakenly assigned Colmarian-like concepts to his actions. 
 
    While the Gandrine species was capable of space travel, it was widely speculated that they had largely been gifted that technology by Thad Elon himself. There obviously existed some Gandrine capable of utilizing spaceships, but Klorr’s exact background was, again, unknown and unknowable.  
 
    It was inaccurate to guess that Klorr was simply a dumb Gandrine, because that assumed the Gandrine were a species like Colmarians. And they simply were not. 
 
    Saladon had speculated that Klorr didn’t even understand he was a member of a crew on a spaceship whose members were routinely involved in petty crime. He might not understand any one of those concepts because they did not exist in Gandrine society. He had a rudimentary knowledge of the Colmarian language, but he couldn’t be expected to grasp ideas that were foreign to his entire species. Even if he knew the terminology, it wouldn’t translate into anything he was familiar with. 
 
    Whether Klorr was panicking under the tent, or calm, or sleeping, or philosophizing, or any other Colmarian word was unknown and unknowable.  
 
    The only thing that was clear was that he wasn’t moving. 
 
      
 
    Of the crew, Klorr did not—they suspected—need to sleep. Shellz did not need to sleep. And Garm did not need to sleep. The rest did. 
 
    Klorr was under a tent in the desert. So he could sleep or not sleep as he wished—assuming he was capable of wishing. 
 
    Zum and Saladon could not possibly handle all the charities with the locals. The chief and chef required time to be unconscious and dream. And the locals came into the Summer Dream Adventure on three different shifts, every hour of the day and night.  
 
    Tobe was occupied with other activities on Garm’s orders. 
 
    Shellz was uniquely capable of assisting with the charities. She could activate the many ship cameras and use the speakers to tell people where to go and what to do. She could even close doors and make rooms inhospitable to herd them along.  
 
    But Shellz was an alien. A Keilvin Kamigan. Despite her good intentions—the crew suspected—she could not provide informative instructions to the local Colmarians because she did not fully understand Colmarians. 
 
    Shellz could speak Colmarian fluently and had a sassy and silly manner. It was therefore even easier than with Klorr to think of her as a Colmarian. But Shellz was not a Colmarian. She was absolutely nothing like one. 
 
    Shellz was a gaseous species. While she spoke the common tongue, she did not truly appreciate the meanings of the words she was saying. She had never run, sat, slept, cried, danced, or had her heart broken. She had never smelled anything, touched anything, tasted anything. 
 
    The only way that Shellz could interact with Colmarians was to bodily possess electronic devices—shove herself into a camera or computer or spaceship. Create a kind of artificial intelligence in a formerly inanimate object. 
 
    Artificial intelligence was a frightening and strange theory to Colmarians. Creating A.I. was strictly prohibited in the empire because it too closely resembled the robotic—and murderous—Dredel Led species. And yet it was the closest Shellz could get to being a Colmarian. 
 
    Occupying electronic devices was a relatively new practice for Keilvin Kamigans. They had discovered it mere centuries ago. In evolutionary terms, that was the blink of an eye. 
 
    Garm understood that Shellz was truly an alien. But sometimes it was easy to forget because Shellz seemed so normal—even as she spoke from within a spaceship she had forcibly commandeered. Shellz was almost like a precocious teenager in her mannerisms. A teenager that sometimes drained the energy from people—much like an actual teenager. 
 
    But Shellz was not a teenaged, vampire girl. She was not a Colmarian at all. She was a bizarre gaseous lifeform. 
 
    Therefore, Garm was forced to lend a hand here and there with the charities when things got screwed up. And they often did. 
 
    Shellz had the most problems trying to assist with the medical clinic because she, herself, did not have a body. Every single aspect of medicine was completely unfamiliar to her and had never once been experienced across the history of her entire species. 
 
    So Garm had to get the people into the medical scanners, answer their questions, and notify the sickly patients that they had better start eating some vegetables if they wanted to end their current death spirals. These were not the actions that Garm wanted to be doing while her ship was surrounded by hostile paramilitaries. 
 
    The locals were still engaged in the enjoyable Summer Dream Adventure activities across the ship. They swam in the pools, played games, tried on clothes that didn’t fit from the defunct retailers that had been in the ship, and had orgies inside—and outside—of religious ceremonies. 
 
    Garm was anxiously trying to get more of the locals trained so they could take over from the crew. That would free them up to deal with the soldiers. But the locals were a stubborn breed of miners and they were slow to learn other responsibilities. 
 
    Garm considered it imperative that they figure out what to do about the enemies at their gate. Of course, she also considered it imperative that they continue the charities so they might get paid after they dealt with the contract killers. 
 
      
 
    Tenner Tashly also needed to sleep. But he had been ordered to keep an eye out for bad guys and he also liked abusing drugs. 
 
    So Tenner had been taking a kind of amphetamine. He had now been awake and active for 112 hours, racing around the ship on his forkless forklift with a recoilless rifle, while searching for targets.  
 
    The drug had caused his adrenaline levels to be at near-peak for the whole time. Not only that, but one of the many side effects of the drug was that it promoted flatulence. The passageways and tunnels that connected his shooting spots had begun to fill with a potent nitrogen-carbon dioxide-methane-sulfur mix. 
 
    While the tunnels were hardly poisonous and not explosive or flammable, they were quite stinky. He had converted nearly ten pounds of his own body mass to gas, and his butt cheeks were in a constant state of flap. If anyone tried to sneak up on Tenner, he would never be able to hear them, and certainly not smell them. 
 
    But Tenner was a “regular” Colmarian and he was not designed to be so agitated and alert for such a long period of time. It had taken its toll on him. 
 
    “I am the avocado,” Tenner whispered to himself. 
 
    “The what?” Shellz asked, using a nearby speaker. 
 
    Shellz had been monitoring the Tenner Situation ever since the second day.  
 
    One of the most persistent confusions Shellz had about Colmarians was their infatuation with drugs. Getting drunk or high was entirely foreign to the Keilvin Kamigan. Not only that, but endlessly pursuing sex or delicious food or other types of joy were also strange. Because Shellz did not understand the need to feel good. Because she did not understand feeling—that was how alien an alien she was. 
 
    But of those activities, drugs and alcohol were the most baffling to Shellz. Why anyone would want to scramble their own senses or personality was something she couldn’t fathom. And Tenner was the living embodiment of that. 
 
    Shellz had reported the slow degeneration of the first mate to Garm, who then asked Shellz to “watch him.” 
 
    “I am the Galactic Avocado,” Tenner repeated, more confident in his assessment. 
 
    “What’s an avotater?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “An avocado is a vegetable. Or fruit. Or a nut. And the more rotten it becomes, the more delicious. And deadly,” he said. 
 
    “Nice. So how are you feeling other than that? You’ve been awake for a while and I’m detecting a lot of gas in those corridors. You want me to crack open some windows?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “I am the hunter.” 
 
    “I thought you were an avocado,” Shellz said. 
 
    “That too,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Maybe you should take a nap. I heard you people like those.” 
 
    “The universe wants me here. It has spoken to me.” 
 
    “It did? Did it also say that maybe you should be careful carting around a recoilless rifle inside a spaceship filled with passengers?” Shellz asked. 
 
    Shellz had seen Tenner aiming his gun eagerly at the floor while mumbling. The weapon, fired deep inside the ship, could inadvertently hurt someone. But the most likely casualty would be Tenner. And when Tenner wasn’t stoned, he was a lot of fun. He was one of the few people that didn’t get annoyed by Shellz and her constant questions. So she didn’t want him to blow himself up. 
 
    “I can see them,” Tenner said, gazing through his periscope. 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The enemy.” 
 
    “I can’t see anything. Other than lots of locals lined up outside. It’s weird, but I think Zum is actually a better preacher than Tobe. Less hands-on, maybe. And I think today is Spicy Soup Day. That always gets the people excited,” Shellz said. 
 
    “They are hiding between the grains of sand. But I can see them. For I am the Galactic Avocado.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s technically sand,” Shellz said. “Maybe you should take a break, Tenner. Go have some soup. Or go to a prayer service. They’re in the gymnasium that none of you use—other than Garm. Heh. She’s going to be pissed when she sees the mess they made.” 
 
    “Hey, Shellz,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Say something smart. You’re always talking about smart things.” 
 
    “I am?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    “Are you thinking of Saladon? She’s a scientist or something. She’s says a lot of smart things. At least I assume they’re smart,” Shellz said. 
 
    “See?” Tenner pounced. He looked up from his periscope to the ceiling, which was only a few feet above him in the narrow crawl space in which he was currently poised. “That was totally smart.” 
 
    “Oh. How about you come up to the bridge and talk to me? Leave the gun and forklift there. I’ve got a bunch of brilliant ideas I want to tell you,” Shellz offered. 
 
    “No. I must hunt the avocado,” Tenner said, looking back to his periscope. 
 
    “I thought you were the avocado.” 
 
    “I am. But I’m not the only one. There are others. Out to eat me,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe they’re in your crew quarters? Probably in your bed. If you lie down, they won’t be able to use it. That will show them!” Shellz said. 
 
    “There they are,” Tenner said with gusto. 
 
    “Tenner, there’s nothing out there. I’ve got 13,482 external cameras and I can’t see anything. And you’re looking through an itty-bitsy telescope with your bitsy-ittys eyeball. I can barely spot Klorr and he’s a mountain compared to those Colmarian soldiers,” Shellz said. 
 
    Tenner fired his gun!  
 
    The recoilless rifle was designed to be a somewhat portable anti-tank weapon. What made it portable was what also gave it its name. The laws of motion stated that for every action there was an equal and opposite reaction. Which meant the recoil from such a large warhead would usually require it to be mounted on a heavy vehicle or bolted to the ground to prevent the weapon from flying backwards. But the rifle channeled the exhaust behind it to dissipate the recoil. Which meant it could conceivably be fired while carried under the arm of a Colmarian and it produced less “kick” than a simple handgun. 
 
    But that didn’t mean you were supposed to shoot it in a confined space.  
 
    The rifle exhaust hit the wall and bounced off. This pushed Tenner forward and disturbed all his carefully laid fortifications around the opening. 
 
    Tenner was mostly unhurt. Even if he had been, he was too high to notice. But he was momentarily startled and coughing. His stomach had been slammed against a metal crate and the tunnel was now full of combustion exhaust and farts. 
 
    “What did you do?” Shellz yelled. 
 
    Tenner tried to answer several times, but could only sputter and cough. 
 
    “Avocado,” he finally managed to say. 
 
    “Tenner, there’s nothing…” Shellz began. “Holy crap. You hit something!” 
 
    Tenner righted his periscope, which had been knocked over from his shot. He peered through it as he continued to hack in the noxious air. 
 
    A paramilitary soldier, about 600 yards away from the ship, had been struck by the shell. His armor had been splintered by the blast, which made him easily recognizable against the otherwise perfectly orange backdrop.  
 
    The armor had been painted orange to blend in, but it had been turned inside-out from Tenner’s gun. The soldier inside had similarly been rearranged and scattered across the landscape. 
 
    “I told you,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Wow. You really are the Galactic Avocado,” Shellz said. 
 
    A metallic ping echoed nearby. Tenner looked over and saw a small device had attached itself to the wall. A servo motor could be heard whirring from the little machine. 
 
    Tenner pointed at it accusingly. 
 
    “You cannot see me. I see you! I am Lolly-Man,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Wait. What? Where’s the avocado?” Shellz asked. 
 
    Another ping came from above Tenner. Another device had been attached. It had a camera inside. It could be distinguished because the angle at which it was attached caused it to be backlit. Tenner saw the camera looking down at an angle. 
 
    “Down at an angle” was where the crate of shells for the recoilless rifle was located. 
 
    Tenner was far down the tunnel, scooting along in his forklift, when the explosion rocked him. The recoilless rifle shells were not typical high explosives. The warhead was a plastic explosive and not able to spontaneously be triggered. But the propellant was a high-grade nitrocellulose and that was capable of exploding just fine. 
 
    What happened was, the paramilitary soldiers had placed two remote cameras. With those, they had pinpointed Tenner’s ammo cache. Then they ricocheted up a tiny projectile to detonate one shell, which blew up the others. 
 
    The recoilless rifle, makeshift fortification, and everything else where Tenner had been stationed, were destroyed. The shockwave caused Tenner to skid, but the forklift, as a necessity for doing its job, was quite heavy and able to transport Tenner to safety. 
 
    Detecting the explosion, Shellz closed and locked the hatches. All the ones Tenner had been utilizing. 
 
    The mechanics of the Summer Dream Adventure were barely scratched. It was designed to withstand temperatures varying from absolute zero to thousands of degrees, vacuum, and micrometeorites. 
 
    Tenner made it out of the corridor and experienced the fully scrubbed and filtered fresh air of the ship for the first time in days. 
 
    He hopped off his forklift and intended to pump his arms and sing an impromptu song about Galactic Avocados. A song that would spread enlightenment and joy across the universe. But instead, he merely collapsed and passed out. 
 
    Using the Tenner Equation of Narcotic Recuperation, he would be asleep for 68% of the time he had been forcibly awake. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Garm asked Shellz, later in the cockpit.  
 
    Garm had been apprised of a situation, but it hadn’t been a sufficient emergency to leave sick people unattended while machines massaged their DNA. 
 
    “Tenner shot one and then they blew up his rifle and bullets,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “What? He fired at one of the paramilitary soldiers?” Garm asked, surprised. 
 
    Tenner and his recoilless rifle were never meant to be a literal deterrent in terms of taking out enemies. He had limited ammo, limited visibility, limited firing angles, and he was attempting to use an anti-tank weapon against infantry at long range in the desert. All of that while positioned extremely high up on a starship. So it was startling to hear that Tenner had actually hit anything. 
 
    Tenner had mostly been designated as a figurative deterrent and extra pair of eyes. Shellz was good, but she was not a Colmarian and she was not a trained soldier like Tenner.  
 
    And still, as a deterrent, he was quite a good one. 
 
    For mercenaries merely doing a job, walking up to a hostile recoilless rifle position had to be a fairly undesirable activity. It’s not as if they were fighting for country and freedom and their families. There were fighting for money. 
 
    “Was the solider inside our ship?” Garm asked.  
 
    “No, he was out there. Like 573 meters away,” Shellz said. “There’s still a few pieces blowing around.” 
 
    “Was he standing there waving his arms or something?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. From what I can tell he was in a kind of dug-out or foxhole. The blast erased it, but I think it was maybe a few feet deep in the dust and had little walls to keep it in place. Everything was painted orange,” Shellz said. 
 
    “How did Tenner even see him? Were you using your scanners to spot?” 
 
    “This is going to sound really weird, but I think when Tenner is high, he gets kind of an extra-sensory perception,” Shellz said. 
 
    “ESP?” 
 
    “No. More like a kind of extra-sensory perception. Or at least extra to the senses I understand you all have. I couldn’t see that soldier. I have no idea how Tenner could see him. I thought he’d gone insane. Insaner than usual. Do you know what an avocado is?” 
 
    “No. What’s that?” Garm asked, confused. 
 
    “I don’t know. But it helped Tenner spot an invisible soldier, partially underground. And then he actually hit him with a rocket at long range.” 
 
    “And in return, they took out our stockpile of the only weapon that was keeping those paramilitaries at bay. They could storm and capture the Summer Dream Adventure at any moment,” Garm said. 
 
    “Nah, they can’t capture the ship while I’m here,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “There’s a zillion things I can do to stop them.” 
 
    “For instance?” Garm asked, annoyed that Shellz had never said this earlier. 
 
    “I don’t know. Like dump the regulator coil residue.” 
 
    “What’s that do?” 
 
    “Flood the ship with radiation,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “Their armor has radiation shielding.” 
 
    “Maybe. But if I know solid materials, it can’t block the coil-fill.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this before? We could have used that as a trap,” Garm said. 
 
    “I guess I forgot. Also, it would kill everyone on board. Oh, and the ship would be radioactive for like…ten thousand years or something. But…I guess I could pop the magnetic pressure segment and, like, flip the polarity back on itself.” 
 
    “And let me guess: it kills us all and makes the ship uninhabitable?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I don’t know about uninhabitable. It would kind of crush it. Not completely. But it would be hard to fly with everything squishy,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Can you stop them inside the ship without destroying the ship and killing everyone?” Garm asked. 
 
    Shellz paused. The controls beeped and blinked and screens and cameras flicked. To Garm, it seemed like the ship itself was thinking. But those were normal activities and only Garm’s imagination was assigning personality to them. 
 
    “I don’t know how good that armor is. How…I mean…what kind of damage do I need to do?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “Could you do something to kill Klorr inside the ship that wouldn’t kill us or the ship?” Garm asked, trying to put it into a scenario Shellz might understand. 
 
    “Kill Klorr? No. This is just a luxury cruiser. We talked about this before. If Klorr ever went nuts, about the best I could do would be to try and jettison him into space. But we’re not in space. I can’t do crap to Klorr,” Shellz explained. “Oh! I could turn off the lights.” 
 
    “Yeah, that seems to be pretty effective. Keep that in mind if we survive and get back into space and need to control a Gandrine,” Garm said. 
 
    “You think those soldiers are going to kill you all?” Shellz asked, not even contemplating there might be a danger to herself. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’m running out of ideas to keep us alive,” Garm said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    The Inevitable Trash Dump 
 
    Deputy Asphalt Purchaser Macarra had caught up to Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang on a small moon that was used as a refueling base for passing freighters. It was a desolate planet with a single facility and no personnel. Lizo-Wang had been steadfastly doing nothing other than sleeping and staring out the windows for several weeks. While she was not entirely happy to see Macarra, she was excited to have social contact with someone, having grown lonely in her isolation. 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor sat alone in the tiny break room. It had three ancient chairs and a lopsided coffee table. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I’ve been reassigned. My last duty is to notify you. Well, my last-last duty is to turn off the lights in a building I’ve never been to on the other side of the galaxy and which doesn’t have lights. But I consider that task complete,” Macarra replied. 
 
    “Where are you being reassigned? You moving to the private sector?” 
 
    “No one would hire me in the private sector. Centuries of experience in government means I can only ever work in government. My résumé would not only be promptly thrown in the trash, but they would probably fire anyone who accidentally read it, just to be sure.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lizo-Wang agreed. 
 
    “I’m being moved to the Department of Tablecloths, Bread Crumbs, Glow Sticks, and Fishing Hook Sharpeners.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang thought through the translation. 
 
    “That’s basically foreign intelligence, right?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Basically. External instead of internal. You’re going to be taking over my old responsibilities,” Macarra said. 
 
    “I’m going to be a deputy asphalt purchaser?” Lizo-Wang asked, surprised. It would be a significant promotion. 
 
    “You still have your current assignments as kitchen staff supervisor. And your job title won’t change immediately. They said you should expect a delay of anywhere between two months and twenty thousand months. But you’re getting my cost center added to yours,” Macarra said. 
 
    “No! I don’t need any more money. Why do you think I’m out here alone? I brought my own groceries so my expense reports don’t accidentally doom any more civilizations,” Lizo-Wang cried. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about my budget. Mine is nothing compared to yours,” Macarra tried to reassure her. 
 
    “But it still adds up.” 
 
    “Here. Take a look,” Macarra said, and passed the information to Lizo-Wang’s tele. 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor reviewed the document but couldn’t understand it. There were thousands and thousands of line items, but their values were fractions of a credit each. 
 
    “Go to the last page for the total,” Macarra suggested. 
 
    “You have a yearly budget of thirteen credits?” Lizo-Wang asked, confused. 
 
    “13.2 credits,” Macarra corrected. 
 
    “That’s not enough to buy dinner. How did you function? How did you get around? Eat? Sleep?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Are you familiar with bake sales?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You might want to look into them, just in case your budget ever returns to normal,” Macarra said. “I also worked with other people, like you, to get my tasks accomplished. And I exchanged a lot of favors. To get transport to this lovely planet to talk to you, I actually worked with a Quadrad loan shark.” 
 
    “But we’re hunting Quadrad!” Lizo-Wang exclaimed. 
 
    “No, you’re hunting Quadrad. I needed a boarding pass, some warm socks, and hotel rooms along the way. She even threw in some opera tickets. Though like the sneaky Quadrad she is, I see they’re expired.” 
 
    “How could you work with a Quadrad when you know I’ve been going crazy trying to find them?” 
 
    “The reason you’re in this job is because you’re a realist. You can’t be an idealist in the Colmarian Confederation unless you also possess an endless capacity to be disappointed. I had to reach this location to speak with you. I couldn’t afford to get here. I found a way to get here. The end,” Macarra said. 
 
    “And now you’re going to spy on other empires? Do you think that will be easier or more fulfilling?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “In a way, I believe it will be depressing. I’ll have first-hand knowledge of what real empires look like and how they operate. Our ability to harass foreign nation-states is extremely limited. We’re the joke of the galaxy, as you well know,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Are we doomed?” Lizo-Wang asked quietly. 
 
    “Is what doomed?” 
 
    “The Colmarian Confederation. We spend so much time and effort trying to keep us from destroying ourselves. How long do you think we can do this?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Your current assignment has got you down. You were smart to come out here for a vacation. Though the scenery leaves much to be desired,” Macarra said, looking out at the blank landscape. 
 
    “We endlessly fight with ourselves. We’re completely mismanaged. And you say our chances of dealing with external enemies is non-existent. Maybe…maybe the Colmarian Confederation should cease to exist,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    Macarra sat down next to Lizo-Wang and put up her legs. Her warm socks were visible resting on the table in front of them. 
 
    “I remember having those exact same doubts while sitting in some field office, watching the Confederation do its incompetent best to obliterate itself,” Macarra said. 
 
    “It just seems pointless.” 
 
    “The good and bad news is the Colmarian Confederation is inevitable. If it somehow imploded, it would be recreated in a week, or month, or year later. Other empires have been going out of their way keeping us together for eons,” Macarra said. 
 
    “What? Why would other empires want a Colmarian Confederation?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “They like a buffer between the actual important empires.” 
 
    “But we own like 75% of the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “It’s a really big buffer.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would they allow us to possess so much?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “But do we really own anything? If another empire wanted something of ours, a planet, a resource, a technology, they could simply take it. Not only would we be unable to stop them, but we might not even recognize we lost it. So we’re kind of just keeping track of things for the powerful empires. Like a diligent husband holding a purse while his wife shops,” Macarra said. 
 
    “That’s not cheering me up. And it still doesn’t explain why the empires would allow us to be enormous.” 
 
    “Because we’re so big we’re not a threat. Look at my budget. Look at your budget. Only an empire the size of ours could mess up that bad. The Boranjame have put us back together at least twice when we were about to collapse. The Ank, the bankers of the galaxy, have propped us up for so long they can’t even contemplate our dissolution, because it would wipe out all our debt.” 
 
    “That I understand. If our debt was erased because our empire was erased, it would throw off the economy of the entire galaxy,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Even the Dredel Led might have put us back together in one of our darkest moments,” Macarra added. 
 
    “No way. The Dredel Led attacked us. We’ve been telling ghost stories about their atrocities for generations. I was terrified of them as a little girl. They nearly destroyed us,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “But did they, though? Or did they launch a series of very small but frightening attacks that forced us to update our technology? Update our infrastructure? And coalesce around what we perceived to be an existential threat when we were otherwise on the brink of collapse? We haven’t seen them for millennia and we’re still fighting them,” Macarra explained. 
 
    “I don’t think that makes us inevitable. If we were organized into smaller, more efficient sub-empires, we would be a lot more powerful,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “What is it you do in your job?” 
 
    “Hunt Quadrad and lose my hair,” Lizo-Wang replied, absently rubbing the crown of her head. 
 
    “What did you do before the Quadrad assignment?” 
 
    “I mostly worked to keep us together. The Colmarian Confederation. Try and head off civil wars and civil conflict and civil strife,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Right. And what do you think is worse: civil war or foreign war?” 
 
    Lizo-Wang thought. She didn’t want to admit it but: 
 
    “Foreign war is worse. There’s no holding back. You’re fighting them not us.” 
 
    “Precisely. It’s not just other empires that keep us together, it’s us. Because the many civil wars we currently have would no longer be civil. It would be nation against nation. And there would be mass genocide across the galaxy.” 
 
    “I suppose. Civil wars are terrible, but not compared to an actual foreign invasion,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Right. The Colmarian Confederation doesn’t end violence between member states, but it makes them civil wars instead of foreign wars. Let’s say it results in 15% less bloodshed. On a planetary scale, that’s an awful lot of people who aren’t dead,” Macarra said.  
 
    “So we just find all the garbage nations who are fighting one another and offer them membership in the Colmarian Confederation?” 
 
    “No one ever wants a trash dump. They will fight with every ounce of their strength to prevent one from being built. But if they are being honest, they all recognize they need a trash dump. The waste has to go somewhere.” 
 
    “And we’re the dump? We get all the species and planets no one else wants?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “That’s exactly it. If a nation was powerful enough to be outside the Colmarian Confederation, they would be. If they were super valuable, then another empire would absorb them. Our members are the rubbish that are put into one big trashcan.” 
 
    “But why would they want to be here? Just to make war less destructive? What do we offer?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “It varies. But if we were so bad, why do we have 50,000 member species and occupy most of the galaxy? Either all nations in existence are masochists, or they recognize they’re benefiting by being part of the largest political and economic bloc that has ever existed,” Macarra said. “Even if we are truly terrible at waging war and protecting ourselves, we can still do it. We’re so bad at it, that it’s actually scarier than if we were good. Because we might attack the wrong places, with the wrong weapons, and might not know the war was over. So while we’re technically at war with…pretty much every other empire, there isn’t a whole lot of actual conflict.” 
 
    “No, we do that to ourselves. So are you leaving soon? Because your little pep talk has made me want to find a rock to crawl under,” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Right after this, I’m off to my new job.” 
 
    “You seem happier.” 
 
    “I am. I didn’t even know I was unhappy. Change is good,” Macarra said. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said change is good. Any change. It forces you to leave your comfort zone and take on new experiences. It’s so easy to keep doing what you’re doing simply because of momentum. You don’t even realize you’re coasting until you’re forced to change,” Macarra said. 
 
    “Did you read my last report on Quadrad and change?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “No. Honestly, I haven’t read any of your status reports in months. I knew I was transferring and I never want to see anything about Quadrad ever again. In fact, I solemnly swear that is the last time I ever speak that word,” Macarra said, holding her hand up in a promise. 
 
    “I wish I was transferring. I am beyond sick of the word-you-won’t-say,” Lizo-Wang declared. 
 
    “It will pass. You’ll either figure it out or a few new Parliaments will spring up out of trash and order you to do something else. But there will always be a need for competent people like you to keep the empire relatively in one piece. If you didn’t experience moments of doubt and crisis like you’re having right now, you wouldn’t be fit for this role,” Macarra said. 
 
    “I hope so. I just have to avoid iced tea until that happens.” 
 
    Upon saying those words, an armed soldier appeared out of nowhere and began scanning the room for danger. Both women jumped at his sudden arrival in the small room. 
 
    “Thad Elon! Where the hell did he come from?” Macarra asked. 
 
    “I was sure I heard someone breathing these last couple weeks. But I was like, that’s impossible, there’s no one else here. At least I know I haven’t totally lost my mind,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    Sisters In Arms 
 
    “Hey Garmily, Nipo is outside gladhanding the crowd,” Shellz said via tele. “You want to go talk to him?” 
 
    “No,” Garm replied. “But let me know when he’s leaving.” 
 
    Garm was preparing herself for combat. Despite what Shellz said, Nipo wasn’t outside. He hadn’t been seen or heard of since before the paramilitaries appeared.  
 
    The person outside was actually Tobe in the form of Nipo. 
 
    While most of the crew were unable to leave the ship without fear of death or capture, Tobe could come and go at will—so long as she transformed into one of the locals.  
 
    Thousands of people cycled in and out of the Summer Dream Adventure to take advantage of all the charities the ship offered or to play bingo. The enemy soldiers might indeed be clever, but they weren’t so clever they could recognize Tobe. 
 
    The Dream’s most advanced medical scanners had difficulty detecting any anomalies between Tobe and the person she was impersonating. Because the variations didn’t look like actual medical concerns. And those scanners required host cooperation over the course of hours.  
 
    The paramilitary force couldn’t hope to have that level of detection from a distance. Or to pick out individuals amongst the crowd of citizens. Even if they were able to scan her at the molecular level, she would be almost an exact copy. 
 
    So Tobe had been coming and going from the first moment they were blockaded. She was able to snoop around and get information, acquire supplies, and lay traps.  
 
    However, Tobe was limited by her species. Even though she was the perfect spy in terms of physical abilities, she was simply incapable of being a skilled counterintelligence professional. She was Tobe, and her gifts of disguise were merely a side effect of her intense desire to endlessly procreate.  
 
    She also could not change her total mass. Tobe’s best impersonations were of local teenagers or children. That way she could be exactly the same weight as the person she was copying. And no one expected them to provide much in the way of conversation. 
 
    Tobe was not very experienced creating plus-sized-forms such as Nipo. While there were countless planets that appreciated obesity, lean and mean were often better at scoring sex partners across the Colmarian Confederation. The areas that wasn’t the case, such as arctic planets where layers of blubber were a sign of good health, were not locations Tobe ever visited.  
 
    As such, Tobe’s Nipo wasn’t as good as it might have been because she wasn’t sure how to prepare for it. She knew Garm wanted her to do this, so she had attempted to gorge herself several days ahead of time on everything sweet and unhealthy she could get.  
 
    But her mutation was not capable of alchemy and it could not convert waste or food into her new form. She even made her transformation take considerably longer as she was forced to purge everything and squish her metabolism back to baseline before she attempted to undergo a complex metamorphosis. 
 
    Tobe’s Nipo was a much shorter, healthier version of the original. And Tobe simply couldn’t resist making him slightly more attractive with a better complexion. Fortunately for Tobe, no one ever paid much attention to the disliked Nipo, so her lack of precision wasn’t noted. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Section Master Nipo,” Tobe said, while walking amongst the crowd waiting to get on board the ship. “Would anyone like to speak to me about section master things?” 
 
    Garm’s idea was to use Tobe to try and learn more about the paramilitary group. To draw them out. And for that, she needed Nipo. 
 
    It was assumed that the section master had been the one to contact the soldiers, so it was also assumed they had lengthy communications. Since he was currently in hiding, he must have been directed to do so by the soldiers. Having Tobe-Nipo walk around near the ship must be confusing to them and they would likely want to find out what was going on. 
 
    Like most of the locals, Nipo did not stay glued to his tele—unlike nearly every other species in the Confederation. And wherever he had departed to hide, he had left his tele behind. Tobe had confirmed that when she snooped in his office. 
 
    So if the soldiers wanted to speak to Nipo, they had to physically talk to him. And it would be Tobe. 
 
    And Garm would be waiting. 
 
    Along with Clarris. 
 
      
 
    Garm was not entirely comfortable having Clarris along for the Tobe-Nipo sting operation, but she wasn’t going to refuse assistance from the elder Quadrad. And she couldn’t. 
 
    Clarris was out in the field doing Clarris stuff. She was keeping in contact with Garm, but the two were limiting their communications. 
 
    Despite their excellent training in martial skills as well as experience conning people and organizations, the two Quadrad were simply not tech savvy. They did not trust teles because they did not fully comprehend them. They were both concerned that the paramilitary soldiers could intercept and translate their messages. So when using teles, they didn’t say much. 
 
    But that was silly. Teles relied upon advanced quantum concepts as well as the Portals—which was indecipherable technology created by the man-god Thad Elon. If the paramilitary team could hack teles, they wouldn’t be camped on an obscure, former mining planet. They would literally have the keys to limitless wealth.  
 
    Hacking teles was simply impossible. But Garm and Clarris didn’t understand that. 
 
    Both of the Quadrad knew that the soldiers were here for one or both of them. So they were more than willing to cooperate to defeat them. Not only because they had a common enemy, but because they were Quadrad sisters from the same home world. Which was a unique experience out in the wide Colmarian Confederation. 
 
    When Garm explained that Tobe was going to be speaking to the soldiers, Clarris wanted to come along. 
 
    Garm was worried that Clarris had a different objective than what Garm had in mind. 
 
    Clarris had been hunted for over three centuries at this point. Her means of dealing with contract assassins was relatively well established: When she encountered them, she killed them. She saw no reason to debate or barter or figure out their favorite foods. They were trying to do her harm and she would do it to them first, with finality. 
 
    Clarris had been observing the paramilitary force with growing alarm. These were well-trained soldiers who had been fighting a modern guerilla war for decades. They knew what they were fighting and were proceeding cautiously, deliberately, and effectively. Clarris had no further goal than kill as many as possible and force them to abandon their mission. 
 
    Garm, however, wanted to learn about them. She could not formulate a proper course of action until she knew what she was dealing with. All her attempts thus far had been blocked and beaten. So she was not going to risk any more moves unless she had more information because the next miscalculation she made with them could be fatal. 
 
    Both women were preparing to meet at Nipo’s headquarters. Garm hoped to explain to Clarris what she had in mind but she had to wait for Tobe to draw away the soldiers and create cover so she could leave the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Heya, I’m Nipo. Section master,” Tobe said, finger pointing and patting people on the backs, butts, and whatever else. 
 
    Nipo was not a popular figure with the locals in the best of times and now he was practically hated. The reason for this was because he was clearly against Garm and her crew’s presence.  
 
    Nipo had at first been relatively fine with Garm trying to rip off the Colmarian government and using his city as a base. But her skyrocketing popularity had caused him to become frightened of his own position ripping off the Colmarian government. In desperation, Nipo had campaigned among the locals, trying to turn their opinions against Garm. But he failed miserably. He then turned to outside intervention in the form of the paramilitaries. 
 
    There had been many holdouts against Garm’s collection of charities. The miners were normally a proud people. And they had been self-sufficient for generations. 
 
    But Garm and her crew were offering something for everyone. If you didn’t want free health care, you could get free food. If you didn’t want to participate in a fishing trip of legendary renown and success, you could participate in regular orgies while absently mumbling “Thad Elon” once in a while. And if you didn’t want to do any of that, you could simply sit on the Summer Dream Adventure and enjoy a hot shower with clean water, play racquetball, or get a foot massage from any one of the 450 automated consoles.  
 
    Nipo had been extorting his own people his entire life. He slowly undermined their advancements and living conditions to keep them reliant upon him. And now that they could see how good life could be, they were aware of how bad it was under Nipo. 
 
    The Summer Dream Adventure had ushered in a level of health, security, and pleasure that had not been experienced in a century in Abarone-on-Shankir. If Garm ran for elected office within the mining community, she would win by a landslide. Only Nipo disliked her at this point, and thus everyone despised Nipo. 
 
    So Tobe-Nipo walking in the crowd of locals, trying to be friendly, was met with no small amount of resentment. They considered it yet another attempt by the section master to turn them against the free services and sex parties they were being provided. 
 
    “How are you doing, Montall?” Tobe asked, recognizing one of the members of her usual religious congregation. 
 
    “Screw you, Nipo,” Montall replied. 
 
    “Really? Now? I suppose we can. Wait, no, I need to be doing something. Later. Okay? Later,” Tobe said, confusing the hell out of Montall. 
 
    “Boss lady, Nipo seems to be leaving. Though he’s taking his sweet time,” Shellz told Garm. 
 
    “Thanks. Watch the ship for me,” Garm said. 
 
    “Watch it do what?” 
 
    “Just make sure it’s safe,” Garm added. 
 
    “Safe from what? Safe from being invaded by an army of clown puppets? Can you give me specifics or should I keep guessing?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech. I’m going to…I’m going to be busy,” Garm said, not trusting tele communications even inside the Summer Dream Adventure. 
 
    “Busy researching how to relay instructions, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    Nipo’s office was inside the Mining Center downtown. 
 
    Tobe-Nipo made her way to it, looking completely lost and like she had only received her current body mere hours ago. Garm watched her lieutenant with trepidation. If anyone was remotely aware the galaxy was home to shapechangers, they would immediately recognize Tobe as one. 
 
    When Garm reached the building, she reacquainted herself with the design, committing every detail to memory and working out avenues of escape, attack, and where you could sit down. Like most buildings in Abarone-on-Shankir, it was created during the mining heyday and was designed to keep out the dust. There were only two entrances, at either end of the building, because every exit needed a complicated filtration system. 
 
    And while the building was massive, it was almost entirely made up of empty space. Even during the mining boom there were simply not a lot of people in this region. The mining didn’t require that many people and the area couldn’t sustain them. Any food had to be shipped in from space and that increased the costs exponentially. And it was damn hard to convince any budding executives, or really anyone who wasn’t directly a miner, to live in Abarone-on-Shankir. There was nothing here. 
 
    So the building was meant to impress but not actually provide working space. It probably looked amazing on company brochures and investor relations outreach. The main atrium absolutely towered. While there were only five stories on the building, each story was almost fifty feet in height. 
 
    The upper floors were skimpy affairs with only minor offices on each one. The atrium was clear from floor to ceiling. You could see the roof with not even balconies of the other floors visible above.  
 
    The atrium, Garm reasoned, was a terrible place to find yourself if you needed to fight someone in power armor who also had extreme firepower. Everything was to their advantage in the atrium. There was no cover whatsoever and it was a long run to either exit. 
 
    One striking feature of the building was that it had windows. Garm hadn’t even noticed until now but the city of Abarone-on-Shankir was almost completely devoid of windows. 
 
    There were a lot of reasons for that. Any window would have to be fitted. And even the tiniest indentation in the building would cause dust to collect and pile up. If the window bulged out, it would slowly get disintegrated by the high-speed dust constantly being pushed out of the city. And the whole point of a window was that it was clear. Not even synthetic gemstones would last forever if used as windows in this environment. But the real reason for the lack of windows was more practical. There was nothing to see. The landscape was a monotone orange and the windows were constantly obscured by dust flying past. 
 
    But the Mining Center building had windows. They were all twenty feet off the ground, looked like they hadn’t been cleaned in decades, and they showed nothing more than orange light. Which would have been a lot easier to accomplish by placing orange lights and telling everyone they were really windows. No one would ever know. But Garm noticed some of the windows were beginning to fail. They were cracked and chipped. As soon as one broke the whole building would fill with dust, right up to the windows like a huge grain silo, and be unusable. 
 
    But until then, there was an orange glow to the atrium during the day. And a milder orange glow at night. 
 
    Garm met up with Clarris in Nipo’s office. The enormous room could double as a small sports arena if it wasn’t for all the interior columns. There was ample room for the Quadrad women to hide. All of the staff had been dismissed by Tobe to make sure the area was as clear and secure as possible. 
 
    Clarris was familiar with the whole city, having worked as Nipo’s security. And she was intimately knowledgeable about the Mining Center and this room in particular. There was an upper-story electrical closet in Nipo’s office which was insulated and nearly impossible to detect from the ground unless you knew it was there.  
 
    Clarris brought Garm up to the room and they waited. Clarris had already installed sensors throughout the building as well as cameras and microphones. She didn’t put those things in for this encounter, they had already been here on Nipo’s orders. He wanted to record all conversations as well as have forewarning if he was about to be killed by the locals—not that he could do anything about it if they ever stormed the building. With only two exists, he couldn’t possibly escape in time. He was merely ensuring he had several minutes to experience pure terror. 
 
    The little alcove was quite crowded with the two women and all the equipment, but it felt secure. Clarris signaled to Garm via non-verbal Quadrad Cant.  
 
    “Quiet. We wait,” Clarris said. 
 
    Garm nodded. There was a way to say “yes” in Quadrad Cant. But it was so similar to actual nodding yet took more steps to complete that it felt stupid to Garm to actually use the Cant version. 
 
    Tobe literally stumbled into the office and tripped on her own feet and legs at least a half-dozen times attempting to reach Nipo’s chair. She then sat down behind the desk and fell out of the chair. 
 
    Garm grit her teeth and felt like Clarris was judging her and her ridiculous crew. But Clarris didn’t judge people. Murder them, yes. But never judge. 
 
      
 
    Two paramilitary soldiers in full tactical armor entered the Mining Center. The Quadrad monitored their progress on the cameras from their cramped utility closet above Nipo’s office. 
 
    Their armor was painted a camouflage orange of varying shades to blend in with the desert. Garm suspected the coloring was so effective one could be standing fifteen feet away in the landscape around them and be unnoticed. 
 
    Clarris and Garm both pressed their faces to the little screens to search for any weaknesses or clues about the armor and the soldiers who wore it. 
 
    They carried long rifles, sidearms, and the armor was festooned with canteens, packs, and other utility items. But even with all this gear, walking through the echoing, cavernous atrium, the armor made relatively little noise. All their gear was secured, the motors inside the armor were silent, and it was only their footfalls that created a sound. The armor was clearly heavy. 
 
    “400,” Clarris signaled in Quadrad Cant, indicating how many pounds she thought the armor weighed. 
 
    “Talk, head,” Garm signaled back. Small antennas were visible on the top of the helmets.  
 
    The armor was simply armor. Good armor. Great armor. But it didn’t have any unnecessary equipment. Which was why they had to carry external water and shovels and food. And just like that gear, they had tacked on some kind of radio devices so they could communicate. The armor was too bulky to reliably use teles. 
 
    The soldiers entered Nipo’s office to find Tobe-Nipo spinning around in a desk chair. The soldiers passed directly beneath the Quadrad position, which was situated high over the doorway, and proceeded to the rear to speak to what they believed was Nipo. 
 
    “Why are you here?” one of them asked Tobe. 
 
    “Hi!” Tobe exclaimed. Always glad to meet anyone with sex hormones, regardless of the circumstances. 
 
    “I thought we agreed you were to remain in cover,” the other said. 
 
    “Cover of what?” Tobe asked, slowing the spinning of her chair but not stopping. 
 
    “We can’t protect you here and you’re putting everything at risk by comingling with the civilians,” the first said. 
 
    Tobe stopped her spinning and scrutinized the soldiers facing her. 
 
    “You have a sexy voice. I bet you look good under that armor. What’s your name?” Tobe asked. 
 
    The soldiers paused. The Quadrad suspected they were talking in private, but nothing could be heard. While they were capable of boosting the microphones, Clarris didn’t want to cause an echo and alert the paramilitaries. 
 
    “Are you aware of the polymorph and its location?” one of them asked. 
 
    “They know,” Garm signaled to Clarris. 
 
    Clarris nodded but kept her eyes on the monitors.  
 
    “What’s that?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “They have an asset who can change forms,” the other added. 
 
    “Is that like the floaty gas person?” Tobe asked. “Or the rock guy?” 
 
    “The Gandrine is neutralized,” a soldier said. 
 
    “Neutered?” Tobe asked, concern in her voice for the first time. 
 
    The soldiers paused again.  
 
    Garm took a moment to marvel at her crewmember. Garm had never actually seen Tobe in action, since her lieutenant was usually in deep cover, infiltrating some location. 
 
    What made Tobe a good spy, but not a great spy, were the same thing: she was without guile. She was full of guile when it came to securing intercourse, but even in that instance she was relatively forthright. Tobe literally had no idea the soldiers were probing to see if she, herself, was the shapechanging polymorph. She honestly didn’t know what they were talking about and she had little interest. She wanted to have sex with them and this was all convoluted foreplay. 
 
    It’s not that Tobe was stupid, but she was not currently at her best, either. The transformation into Nipo had been taxing. In addition, she had been surrounded by normally willing partners, but none of them wanted to have anything to do with Nipo. So Tobe was more frustrated than usual on top of being out of sorts with her new physiology.  
 
    The combination of events meant that if the soldiers had hooked her up to the most advanced scanners around, they couldn’t tell she was lying, couldn’t reveal she was Tobe and not Nipo, and would be utterly stumped why she was acting so strangely and had lost so much weight. 
 
    “Are you drinking?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Have to. It’s the desert,” Tobe replied. “You want something to drink?” 
 
    Tobe began rummaging around the desk to look for some alcohol to loosen up these frigid soldiers. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t use the medical pods,” one of them asked, believing that Tobe had taken narcotics from the city’s devices. 
 
    “I don’t? I mean I don’t. You all look hot in that armor. It’s so stuffy. Maybe you should take it off. You want to dance?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “I…we…” a soldier began. 
 
    “We attack,” Clarris signaled. She felt that Tobe had suitably confused the paramilitaries and the Quadrad would have the upper hand if they engaged now. 
 
    “No. Asset safe,” Garm signaled with alarm. 
 
    It came as a shock to Garm, something she had never recognized before, but the Quadrad Cant-speak didn’t have a word for “friend.” Garm could only indicate Tobe was an asset or target or nobody. It wasn’t that the sign language lacked nuance, it was that they hadn’t bothered creating a word for friend. Because why would a Quadrad ever need to say that in code? 
 
    But Garm was concerned that Tobe would get hurt. She was not a combat operative and she was barely an anything operative. In addition, Garm liked Tobe. She was more than an asset. More than a paid crewmate. Tobe was her friend. 
 
    Clarris simply didn’t grasp that. Tobe, valuable and unique as she was, was Garm’s asset. Tobe should be used as needed and discarded. That was the Quadrad way. And at the moment, they had the advantage against their adversaries and they should press ahead—even if it meant Garm’s asset was lost. 
 
    “Go,” Clarris signaled, and she opened the door to the closet and leapt out. 
 
    Garm tried to follow as quickly as she could, but she was stunned. Not by any physical means. She was stunned seeing Clarris in action. 
 
    All her life, Garm had been the best. Even the older students knew that Garm was proportionately better than them. Things had been easy for Garm and she only made it hard on herself by pushing at everything. 
 
    But Clarris was something else. The first pillar was ten feet away from the utility closet door and Clarris jumped to it. She then pushed off, did a backwards somersault, hit another pillar, flipped forward, landed, and took out one of the soldiers who was encased in a something resembling a light tank. 
 
    All of this was accomplished without a sound. Nothing. In fact, Garm believed it was only Tobe gawking and her eyes popping out that alerted the remaining soldier that something was wrong. 
 
    Garm hurled herself out of the closet and grabbed hold of one of the pillars. She slid down, letting go halfway to the floor as her arms and legs began to burn from friction. She did a backflip, hit the floor, and went rolling across the room like a bowling ball. 
 
    “Come on,” Clarris said, offering a hand to help Garm up. 
 
    Garm couldn’t understand why her partner would stop to help her when there was another soldier.  
 
    But there wasn’t. Clarris had taken care of that one while Garm was flailing about. Tobe hadn’t moved and her mouth hung open. 
 
    “We need to examine this armor for weaknesses,” Clarris said. 
 
    “You didn’t find any?” Garm asked, part sarcastic, part genuine. 
 
    A buzzing noise came from above them and they both looked. A red light, perched above the utility closet they just exited, was flashing. That whole upper room was positioned so Nipo could see it from its desk. Including the light. 
 
    “What’s that?” Garm asked. 
 
    “That’s Nipo’s mob warning system. More soldiers are coming in the entrances,” Clarris said, not sounding as concerned as Garm felt. 
 
    “How? There was nothing on the cameras and they aren’t exactly fast in that armor,” Garm said.  
 
    The women had scanned the blocks around the Mining Center before positioning themselves. And they used the external cameras to continue to search while they were in the closet. 
 
    “They must have known about the cameras. This was a setup. We have to get out before we’re trapped in here,” Clarris said. 
 
    She took off for the atrium, leaving Garm and the dumbstruck Tobe behind. Garm realized Tobe couldn’t possibly get out. Nipo couldn’t get out and Tobe was in a substandard Nipo body. 
 
    “Scream for help,” Garm ordered Tobe. “Do it now,” she added, on seeing Tobe’s hesitation. 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Tobe said. “Get out of here! Help me! Someone sexy, help!” 
 
    Garm ran toward the atrium, hoping that Tobe would be safe. She certainly wouldn’t be viewed as a threat by the soldiers and her disguise was impenetrable. 
 
    Garm got to the massive atrium a short time after Clarris. The exits were on the left and right sides, each being equal distance away, as Nipo’s office was a converted auditorium at the exact midpoint. 
 
    It only took a quick glance to see that there were ten soldiers already in the atrium with more filtering through the slow anti-dust entrances. 
 
    “Capture,” Clarris signaled to Garm. 
 
    The young woman understood immediately. With that many soldiers and that many guns, the only reason they hadn’t been killed already was because their objective was to capture the Quadrad. It might have also been the reason they didn’t simply storm the Summer Dream Adventure. They had to find a way to use their overwhelming firepower so that it didn’t obliterate their target. 
 
    Thank goodness for stipulations. Because whatever clause was written on the paramilitary contract, stating the Quadrad must be taken alive, had just saved Garm. 
 
    They could use that. 
 
    Once again, Clarris was literally three steps ahead of Garm, sprinting across the atrium to the left exit. She slid, popped up, did a few flips, and two soldiers who were nowhere near her had their knees taken out. 
 
    Garm wished she could just watch Clarris operate. She was like a super-advanced Quadrad Technical Theory class in action. 
 
    But contracts or not, death was still on the negotiating table. This point was made clear by a soldier by the right entrance aiming his rifle at Garm and firing. She had seen the move and, not being a fan of weapons pointed directly at her torso, sidestepped the barrel. 
 
    The shot took out a six-inch chunk in the wall behind her. Which would have taken out a significantly chunkier chunk in her body if she hadn’t moved. 
 
    Whatever weapons and techniques Clarris had that were able to down the soldiers were unknown to Garm. All the captain had were her cumbersome mining hammers. 
 
    She pulled one out, dashed toward the soldier who just fired at her, slid on her knees and stopped right at his feet with a metal pang. Her hands were clasped behind her head. 
 
    “I surrender!” Garm cried. 
 
    The action and words were enough to make the soldier pause for a split second. Which happened to be the exact length of time it took for the mining hammer to activate. As she slid, she had activated the hammer and placed it between her legs pointing upward at an angle. The pang was the head of the hammer resting against the lower abdomen of the soldier’s armor.  
 
    But when he looked down, the first thing he saw was Garm’s hands on her head in submission. 
 
    And then the hammer sent a piece of armor from his back flying and broke his spine in half. 
 
    Garm got to her feet and saw another soldier entering the atrium with another queued up behind.  
 
    It took forty-five seconds to recharge each hammer and she only had one remaining that was fully charged. She couldn’t expect the soldiers to stand around waiting for her to fight them. 
 
    There was no cover in this room. Nipo’s office had cover, but no exits. And if she ran back to Tobe, the paramilitaries could simply block the door and lob in concussion or gas grenades until both she and her lieutenant were unconscious or dead. 
 
    Garm realized this wasn’t a fight she could win. 
 
    She pulled her remaining hammer from the sling at the base of her back, dropping the uncharged hammer she just used to the floor. 
 
    Garm let out a frenzied scream as a distraction, and charged across the floor to the side of the atrium. She held her hammer high and behind her and turned it on. 
 
    The move was a huge gamble. 
 
    Activating the hammer without a focal point caused it to create an inverse reaction that could be devastating to the person holding it. But Garm had practiced, both accidentally and intentionally, the effect and thought she roughly understood the consequences. 
 
    The force acting upon Garm caused her to be hurled twenty-five feet through the air, at a 270-degree angle from the direction the hammer was pointing. 
 
    Garm flew upward, spinning rapidly, and hit the most cracked and chipped window she had recognized in the atrium—the target of her mad rush across the floor. 
 
    The question was whether she could hit it with enough force to push through. If she didn’t, she would fall to the floor, weaponless, and almost certainly die. Not from the paramilitaries killing her, but from embarrassment. Smacking into a window at thirty miles an hour as a combat maneuver was more than ample reason to retire from the mortal world. 
 
    But the entire window broke free with a satisfying pop. The fact it was chipped and cracked was irrelevant. The windows were designed to be pushed out. It was how they were cleaned and repaired and how they avoided having any kind of complex frames or seals that would only fill with sand. There were normally plenty of exterior forces, via dust and wind, keeping the windows in place. All it took was a significant push from the inside to knock them free completely. And Garm’s haphazard acrobatics were more than enough. 
 
    Garm blasted through to the outside and landed on the roof of a large electric truck. Her descent was only marginally more graceful than her journey upward and she suffered more sprains and bruised ribs than she could count. 
 
    “It’s a truck,” Garm said to nothing and no one. Her brain had just been sloshed against every curve of her cranium and it was testing itself to see if it still worked. 
 
    She rolled off the roof of the vehicle and landed on her back in the dust. From her vantage on the ground, she saw the careful architecture of the city had been ruined. By popping out the window—without first taking the necessary precautions as they had in decades past—Garm had broken the airflow of the entire city. 
 
    She saw a solid river of orange wind stream into the Mining Center she had just left. She didn’t have more than a moment to appreciate that, when every single window in the building was knocked out. Not by insane Quadrad cannonballs, but by an explosion. 
 
    “Clarris,” Garm said, once again showing off the fact her brain was more or less functional. 
 
    As soon as Garm had removed herself, Clarris was free to use more disruptive tools. 
 
    “At least she waited,” Garm said, standing and dusting off her knees, which weren’t dusty. 
 
    Garm opened the driver’s side door to the truck and clearly recognized the stripped-down military nature. This was how the paramilitaries had arrived so quickly and why they didn’t see them earlier. 
 
    There were no keys or login or security on the vehicle. The combat armor wasn’t good at operating such utilities and since the truck owners were in combat armor, it was terribly unlikely the vehicle would ever be stolen. 
 
    But steal it Garm did. 
 
    While she was able to run, the Summer Dream Adventure was miles away and Garm was injured. She hated being in such a large rectangular target, but it beat trying to limp through the desert with a mild concussion and pursued by soldiers in a truck. 
 
    Garm ran into three different buildings, but they were merely scraped and they weren’t enough to halt her progress. 
 
    As she neared her ship, she saw the mass of locals outside waiting for their shift to begin. Garm had no idea how to stop the truck. Not because it was complicated, but because she was concussed. 
 
    She threw open the door and dove out while turning the steering wheel away from the people. 
 
    But she had only been going about ten miles an hour and without her actively accelerating, the truck stopped immediately in the thick dust. Garm actually rolled farther than the truck did and hit the back legs of someone in line. 
 
    “Ow. Hi, Captain Garm. Do you know what’s on the menu for tonight’s dinner?” a woman asked. 
 
    “Soup, probably,” Garm said, scrambling to her feet desperately. 
 
    She made her way to the ship as fast as she could, running into nearly everyone in line on the way. But they were a stocky race of people and barely acknowledged the small woman bashing into them. If anything, they took it as an overly polite greeting from a foreigner. 
 
    Garm got inside and activated the radio to speak to Shellz. 
 
    “Tone a bimp!” Garm ordered. She had meant to say “close the ship,” but failed utterly. And now she had forgotten how to say it at all. 
 
    “Hey, Garmster. I did like you said and kept an eye on the ship. It’s still a ship,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Saladon. Hospital,” Garm said, and stumbled off in search of medical attention. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    Give Up 
 
    Garm woke up in one of the Summer Dream Adventure hospitals. She immediately took out her tele to send a message. Tenner was in the berth next to her. 
 
    “Who you calling?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Clarris. Want to see if she survived,” Garm said. 
 
    “Pretty sure she did. Because for half a day the military goons were scouring the city when it was pretty obvious where you had gone. You left the truck outside after running into everything in sight,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I had never operated that vehicle before and I had fallen two stories after being flung two stories,” Garm said. 
 
    “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “Drugs don’t count.” 
 
    “Sure they do,” Tenner said. 
 
    Garm got a simple message back from Clarris. Both were still trying to keep communications muted because they didn’t trust teles. 
 
    “What are you in here for?” Garm asked Tenner groggily. 
 
    “I found that getting a blood purification as well as an enema once a week helps me a lot,” he said. 
 
    “I can understand the blood. Why the other one?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I kind of like having my ass so clean it whistles when I walk,” he replied. 
 
    As someone who never slept, Garm hated beds. She absolutely loathed them. Her rooms, apartments, and homes never had a bed. Everything about beds spoke of weakness or sloth in Garm’s mind. Even when she had sex, she never used a bed. It was so lazy.  
 
    So finding herself in a sickbed was demoralizing and disgusting. 
 
    “How long was I unconscious?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Who am I, Professor Time Doctor? I’m just here for the blood and butt stuff.” 
 
    “Shellz. Shellz!” Garm said, struggling to get up. 
 
    “This isn’t the cockpit. You’re in a hospital. Oh, and by the way, your name is Melon-Face and you owe me a lot of money.” 
 
    “Shellz is usually listening in. I think she eavesdrops on everyone pretty much all the time,” Garm said. 
 
    “She might have left the ship again,” Tenner said. 
 
    “No! Why did you let her out?” 
 
    “Who am I, Professor Gas Cloud Imprisoner? This is a free crew and she’s freer than most of us in that no one could detain her. Let her relax and get whatever her version of an enema is,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Probably involves killing people and sucking their energy.” 
 
    “You sound like Zum.” 
 
    Garm managed to get to her feet and could see Tenner’s bed more clearly. 
 
    “Why are you naked?” she asked him. 
 
    “Because last time I tried to get an enema through my mouth, everything I ate tasted like crap for a month. Just lie down. Saladon will be back to take care of you…when she feels like it,” he said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Garm said, slumping back on the bed despite her best efforts.  
 
    “I’m about to get out of here. You need anything while I’m up?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Garm began anxiously. “Get all the locals to the ship. They don’t have to be inside, but do whatever you can to get them here. Around us.” 
 
    “Why?” Tenner asked, pausing as he put on his pants. 
 
    “Because, they’re the only thing keeping those soldiers from murdering us.” 
 
    “Alright. Okay,” Tenner sighed. He walked over to Garm’s bed with his pants around his ankles and sat down on the edge. 
 
    “Gross. Get your butt off my sterile recovery area,” Garm demanded. 
 
    “This ass is the cleanest in the galaxy. Fine,” he said, fully clothing himself before returning. “I have to admit that I’m here for more than blood and colon cleansing.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me: You have a drug problem.” 
 
    “It’s only a problem if I can’t get them. But no, that’s not it. Garm, your persistent optimism is your best characteristic. It’s your only good personality trait.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Garm said. 
 
    “Seriously. It’s managed to convince this band of convicts and rejects to operate as a team.” 
 
    “I sense a conjunctive phrase approaching,” Garm said.  
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “It just sounds like it’s coming.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t know everything,” Tenner said. 
 
    “My mistake. Please continue.” 
 
    “Thank you. As I was saying, your optimism is charming and motivating…but in this case, it’s misplaced.” 
 
    “Why are you bringing this up, exactly?” Garm asked, feeling her concussion returning. 
 
    “We’ve lost,” Tenner stated. 
 
    “We haven’t lost. We are sitting here in our own hospital, able to come and go as we please. No one is pointing guns at us, we’re not under arrest, and we have… so many options available to us.” 
 
    “Garm. We’ve lost.” 
 
    “Just do like I ordered and get the locals here. Have Zum host a cookout. Tobe make an outdoor sex party. Whatever. Just get them to the ship.” 
 
    “What’s that going to do?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Buy us time. We need them as protection.” 
 
    “Time for what, Garm? This crew. You. Me. Your buddy Clarris. Have lost. It’s obvious.” 
 
    “We haven’t lost, Tenner. I just need some time to think. To recover.” 
 
    “Zum and I. Zum and me. I and Zum?” Tenner asked, trying to come up with the proper phraseology. 
 
    “Just say ‘we.’” 
 
    “Zum and we know what it means to be criminals. I won’t tell you how I know. But if we get a city killed, if we get all those locals killed trying to ‘buy you time,’ it will doom us.” 
 
    “We won’t get them killed. The paramilitaries haven’t touched them.” 
 
    “So far. And you’re going to rely on the good graces of some mercenaries on an assassination mission?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “They aren’t trying to assassinate us. We think. They’re here to capture us.” 
 
    “Oh. So they’re good guys. Kindly paramilitary mercenaries fresh from a civil war.” 
 
    “Tenner, stop arguing and do like I ordered. We’re not doomed,” Garm said. 
 
    “Zum told me what it took to set up those charities. We gave the government all our information, down to our DNA. If those locals get killed then we’ll officially be war criminals.” 
 
    “We’re already criminals. What do you think we’ve been doing for the last three years?” Garm asked. 
 
    “War criminals. You can operate as a crook in the Colmarian Confederation forever. That’s just regional police. If your record ever gets bad enough, pop over to another planet and have a clean slate.” 
 
    “Exactly. You can do that for a thousand lifetimes in the Confederation. It’s not as if they care about the fact you forged documents in some other solar system,” Garm added. 
 
    “Sure. But if the locals are massacred because of our charities, that becomes a top-level federal crime. Something I know a little bit about. With one click the government can shut down every port in the empire and we’ll never be able to go to a city again. We’ll be stopped at quarantine like a face-melting disease. We’ll never be able to use a tele. Never be able to travel. And we’ll be hunted by the actual military for the rest of our very short and miserable lives,” Tenner said. 
 
    “They won’t get killed. I can assure you. But we have to do this. This is for all our protection,” Garm said. “We also need to figure out how to remove the mask from Klorr and get him back to the ship.” 
 
    “He’s already here.” 
 
    “What? Klorr is? Are you joking?” Garm asked. 
 
    “How would that ever be a joke? ‘A Gandrine walked back to his spaceship.’ How could that be the setup to something funny?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense. Did he figure out he had a bag on his head?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We think the paramilitaries took it off. But we can’t guess why.” 
 
    Garm was silent as she thought about it. 
 
    “Wow. Those guys are smart,” she said. 
 
    “Because they let a Gandrine escape?” 
 
    “No. They knew they could always put the blanket back on him. But they didn’t know what kind of threat he really was. So they took it off. And Klorr probably wandered around and eventually walked back here, right? So now they know he isn’t even worth putting a blindfold over his eyes,” she said. “Now you really need to get the locals here.” 
 
    “Why? Are you so concerned about dying you’re willing to sacrifice all those people? There are worse things, you know,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Like what? Tell me, oh wise drug addict,” Garm said. “Please explain the paradise that awaits us in the afterlife. What’s worse than dying?” 
 
    “Using those innocent people as shields and becoming a mass murderer. There are only a few ways you can cope with that. Mentally. You either harden yourself so that you never care about anything again—and become a grouchy old cook on a fourth-rate ship of con artists. Or you do an endless stream of drugs and alcohol so that you never care about anything again—and become a goofy first mate on a fourth-rate ship of con artists,” Tenner said. “You can’t cook and I’ve never seen you drink. So you’re not cut out for life as a war criminal.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not a complete psychopath. But I need some breathing room. Those guys have beaten us and outsmarted us in every scenario,” Garm said. 
 
    “Why are they coming for you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You must have done something,” Tenner said. 
 
    “How old do you think I am? If I dedicated my life to wanton destruction from this moment on, I still wouldn’t achieve the glory that you and Zum have managed in your illustrious careers. I’ve been off my planet for a little over three years and 97% of it, I’ve been with you,” Garm said. 
 
    “What about Clarris?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s done all kinds of terrible crap. But they know an awful lot about this crew to be only coming after her. It’s either me or both of us. Or they’re simply the most amazing paramilitary jerks in the universe. But I need some time to think. Give me that, Tenner. I’ve gotten us this far. I know what I’m doing,” Garm said. 
 
    “But what’s your exit strategy? I’ve seen more than my share of ship captains and military commanders who won’t give up or admit defeat. And it seems heroic and ballsy but it just gets everyone slaughtered because of their egos,” Tenner said. 
 
    “This isn’t my ego. I don’t have an exit strategy yet, because I just woke up. Have some faith.” 
 
    “I do. You’re a great captain and a great fighter and you have really toned abs. But whatever you’ve been doing in your short life, those guys out there were fighting a war. A real war. And we can both see they’re good at it. And there are thirty-five of them.” 
 
    “Clarris killed at least two. I think they’re dead. I got one. You got one.” 
 
    “Oh, that changes everything,” Tenner said sarcastically. 
 
    “I didn’t put this crew together because it was weird or cheap. Though they are cheap.” 
 
    “Klorr and Shellz are free,” Tenner agreed. 
 
    “I got this crew because they can reach out in ways that no one else can. If we go out there and fight them, we’ll lose. If we stay here and hold them off, we’ll lose. We have to do things they can’t even think of. And we have the crew for that. But I need time to come up with a plan,” Garm said. 
 
    “I just want to be sure you’re not holding onto this when there’s no hope. Because you don’t get to make mistakes like this more than once.” 
 
    “You have.” 
 
    “Sure, I made a ton of mistakes. But never the same ones,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’ve learned. I’m not as old as you and certainly not as old as Zum. Give me a chance to learn.” 
 
    “No, no. I didn’t make the same mistakes because I learned. Do I seem wise to you? There’s certain things if you screw up you’ll never, ever get the chance to do them again. Because that part of your life is gone forever,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Just get the locals, all of them, near the Dream. It will work out.” 
 
    “I’m not going to use them as shields. Zum won’t either. We won’t do it,” Tenner stated firmly. 
 
    “I promise you, if the soldiers attack, I will rush out and surrender immediately.” 
 
    “That’s a little late when half the locals are killed,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Do you think they’re going to drop cluster bombs on men, women, and children to get to us? They don’t want to be war criminals, either. If they march up, I’ll dive out the closest window and turn myself in. I promise. Please, Tenner,” Garm said. 
 
    “I get that these miners don’t seem like much. They’re dumb and brutish and ugly. But they got nothing. They don’t deserve to die for us,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I know that. They won’t die. I like the fact we’re giving them charity. Yeah, it wasn’t originally the goal. But it’s nice, right? We’ve brought some joy to these people. I’m not going to murder them. I swear,” Garm pleaded. 
 
    Tenner sighed. 
 
    “Alright. But you better think fast,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    The Plan 
 
    All the miners had been drug free for some time now. It was a requirement for entering the Summer Dream Adventure and taking advantage of its many pursuits. 
 
    Processing people into the ship was time-consuming. Each individual had to be scanned and screened to ensure they weren’t really a paramilitary and he or she was free from narcotics and not carrying any weapons. This was why they needed shifts and people queued up outside waiting to get in.  
 
    The miners did not possess any adaptations for the desert. The blowing dust was just as annoying to them as anyone else. 
 
    It would be ideal to have some barriers to block the sand while they waited. But the reason the city of Abarone-on-Shankir was still a city and not an enormous pile of sand, was because it was able to filter the dust away. If you stuck anything sturdy outside for any length of time, such as a wall or a Gandrine, it would very quickly become a sand dune. 
 
    The only reason the ship was not covered was because it was high up from the ground. The landing gear had tufts of sand around it, but that hardly mattered. 
 
    Mining, like construction or engineering, required a lot of commonsense cleverness. A mining operation was really just a tremendous series of jury-rigged contraptions. 
 
    For instance, many of the walls and ceilings of the mines were covered with a spray-on laminate. It was impossible, and cost-prohibitive, to properly reinforce thousands of miles of tunnels. So they would spray a plastic sheet on them. The objective wasn’t to provide strong reinforcement—the laminate was quite thin—the purpose was to filter condensation away without having the walls deteriorate. 
 
    The drugless miners took this same concept and constructed dust shields for those waiting to get on the Summer Dream Adventure. They sprayed walls, using bedsheets or tablecloths as a template, and put enough holes and gaps in them so that they didn’t become sand dunes or wind sails. Those waiting would still get hit with dust, but only a fraction compared to before the barriers. 
 
    And then the miners organized themselves into teams that would rebuild the shields as needed and shovel them free. All of this was done without a word of prompting or suggestion by the crew. The miners didn’t want dust in their eyes and they therefore constructed a mile of walls to prevent it. 
 
    The paramilitary soldiers had not recovered the truck that Garm stole. That’s how cautious they were about getting near the Summer Dream Adventure and moving in the open. So the locals took the truck and converted it into a bus for transporting people to and from the ship. Within six hours, it had a designated schedule, a team of drivers, and they found a way to recharge the batteries using mining equipment. 
 
    Based on Garm’s orders, word was passed to the locals that there would be a feast and festival to celebrate Thad Elon Winter Solstice. This was a formerly non-existent event that Tobe dreamed up. And it was scheduled to take place starting now and would continue for two weeks. Even though it was spring and not winter. 
 
    The locals prepared for the rush. The walls were widened and layered so more people could queue up without being buried in sand. Bonfires and water stops were added outside to keep people warm and hydrated. 
 
    Zum cooked enormous sheets of Thad Elon Winter Solstice Surprise. Which were just slabs of bread with frosting that the locals could transport outside the ship to those congregating in line. 
 
    Tenner created a Thad Elon Winter Egg Nog Surprise that didn’t use eggs or much of anything that could be construed to be appetizing. He brewed the stuff in one of the swimming pools using filtered water, seventy-five pounds of cinnamon, handfuls of random spices he stole from Zum, and all the beer they had—which was in danger of expiring anyway, none of the crew being big fans of beer. 
 
    Each cup was only an infinitesimal amount of alcohol, so no one was going to get wildly drunk. It was a horrid concoction, but the residents swore it was the nectar of the gods. The combination of flavorings, spoiled beer, and residual chlorine from the pool made the taste profile exactly what the locals craved and Tenner was considered to be a brewmaster supreme. 
 
    Within 24 hours, most of the city’s population was around the ship or inside it. This gave Garm the protection she was seeking. Not to mention putting all the locals in a festive mood.  
 
    The reasons for the celebration weren’t abundantly clear, Tobe was vague in her sermons, but she assured everyone it was a time worth remembering. She just didn’t remember what they were remembering. 
 
      
 
    After two days, Garm was no closer to formulating a plan to magically oust the highly capable paramilitary force when both Shellz and Saladon simultaneously raised concerns. 
 
    “Hey Garm-o, I’m registering some seismic activity I thought you might like to know about,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Why would I want to know about that?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Because when this ship isn’t in space, it needs to be resting on firm ground. Kind of like most physical objects,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “Well, then if there’s an earthquake or something, let me know,” Garm replied, annoyed. 
 
    “They…didn’t teach you science when you were growing up, did they?” Shellz asked. 
 
    “No. Not really,” Garm admitted. 
 
    “To put it in Garm-friendly terms: Ground shaky,” Shellz said. 
 
    “How shaky?” 
 
    “Much shaky.” 
 
    “Are we going to…fall? What’s the issue?” Garm asked. 
 
    “If it gets much morely shaky, we will have to leave,” Shellz said. 
 
    “We can’t! We have charities running and we won’t be reimbursed if we abandon them.” 
 
    “We can’t run charities if the ship collapses. This is a really heavy bird. More like an obese whale. One with super-cancer tumors and carrying five handbags filled with other whales. If we tip over and hit the ground, our own weight would pretty much destroy the ship,” Shellz said. 
 
    “But how would it hit the ground?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Wow. Okay. Um. The Summer Dream Adventure is meant to rest on its landing gear. The landing gear needs solid ground. Shaky ground isn’t solid ground. If shaky ground shakes more, the landing gear will go, ‘hey, where’s the ground?’ and we’ll fall,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Alright. How likely is that to happen?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Five,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “Five what?”  
 
    “Five likelies. I don’t know. I’m not a seismologist. There are earthquakes. They’ll either get bigger, continue, or go away. Two out of three of those scenarios means we never leave,” Shellz said. “At least in this ship.” 
 
    “As I scan the incoming personnel, I’ve started detecting a spike in ambient background radiation,” Saladon said, having waited patiently for Shellz to finish babbling. 
 
    “What kind of radiation?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Would you be capable of comprehending if I told you?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “No,” Shellz interjected. “Use colors. That’s something I do a lot to help her out. Say pretty pink radiation or angry red radiation.” 
 
    “What’s, uh, is it harmful?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Not to the locals. Not yet. Their epidermis is rather thick for Colmarians. If Zum, however, were exposed, he would quickly develop radiation poisoning,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Then let’s not have him do that,” Garm said. 
 
    “It appears entirely obvious to me that these events are connected,” Saladon said. “That is, the seismic activity and radiation surge. Not your lack of technical acumen.” 
 
    “Hah,” Shellz said. 
 
    Garm sighed. 
 
    “Shellz, notify everyone we’re having a crew meeting in one hour,” Garm said. “I need to make some calls.” 
 
      
 
    The entire crew was assembled in the stateroom, with portable devices for Shellz to use. 
 
    “Nice to have you back, Klorr,” Garm said, upon seeing the Gandrine. “Nice to…how did he get in here? How did he know to come to this room?” 
 
    “He followed me,” Tenner said. “Scared the hell out of me. Thought he was going to give me a wedgie in my clean, new butt.” 
 
    “Is this about the seismic events?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Don’t use those words. Garm doesn’t understand them. Say ‘feetsy dancey,’” Shellz replied. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get in touch with Clarris, but haven’t been able to,” Garm said. 
 
    “If she’s smart, she’ll be long gone,” Zum said. “Them soldiers won’t be able to find her unless she lights off some fireworks.” 
 
    “Well, I think she did in a way. Her objective in this city was to…destroy the city,” Garm said. 
 
    “Abarone-on-Shankir? I thought she was security. And didn’t she want to get some minerals or something?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Security was her cover. And the mining she wanted to do was about destroying the town. She felt this city was, you know, kind of holding back the population,” Garm said. 
 
    “It is. But blowing it up sure as hell won’t make it any better,” Tenner said. 
 
    “She’s causing the radiation and…seismic,” Garm said. 
 
    “That is preposterous,” Saladon said. 
 
    Garm handed the plan to Saladon. 
 
    “This…is paper,” Saladon said, flipping pages in disgust. 
 
    “Yeah. We wanted to limit teles in case they were hacked by the paramilitaries,” Garm explained. 
 
    Everyone laughed. Even Klorr said, “Hah,” though he was saying it in response to something Tenner did yesterday. 
 
    “You can’t hack teles,” Zum stated. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s impossible,” Shellz added. 
 
    “Am I the only one who noticed that Klorr just laughed at Garm’s technical incompetence?” Tenner asked. “That was unbelievably awesome.” 
 
    “Saladon, can you explain to these people that teles are just computers?” Garm asked. “Preferably without a science lesson.” 
 
    Saladon cast a dim look at her captain. 
 
    “We Rettosians enumerate technology upon a ten-point scale,” Saladon began. 
 
    “That’s a ‘no’ on skipping the tutorial,” Tenner explained. 
 
    “The lowest level, one, comprises things like twigs used as levers to open shells or probe for insects. The Colmarian Confederation rests at a five. The lofty Rettosian empire is an eight. The Dredel Led may likewise be an eight, though I hypothesize they are more like a seven. The Boranjame are the most advanced species in the galaxy. They have never lost a confrontation in their history. Their technology is a ten, being equated to magic by even spacefaring races,” Saladon said. 
 
    “So the Boranjame could hack teles? Is that what you’re saying?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No, that is not what I am stating. I have not finished.” 
 
    “Hah! That’s what Klorr would say,” Tenner added. 
 
    “Many of my colleagues believe he does not merit an official place on the scale, but Thad Elon technology would be about a thirteen. We have been exposed to it for countless millennia and we still cannot fathom its underpinnings. While teles are indeed mere computers—” Saladon began. 
 
    “See?” Garm said. 
 
    “They utilize networking capabilities of Thad Elon. Rettosian teles, although far exceeding the capabilities of mere Colmarian versions, also utilize the same network. Because the Thad Elon network is well beyond the reach of anything any species has ever produced. It allows you to communicate across the galaxy with a handheld device. The concept of hacking tele communications is ludicrous,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Tobe replied. “Thad Elon exists?” 
 
    Everyone stared at the lieutenant. 
 
    “You preach a religion based on Thad Elon,” Zum said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I thought he was just a nonsense concept. Like love or something,” Tobe explained. 
 
    Everyone continued to stare at her. 
 
    “Anyway. Yes, Clarris handed me those plans. And I’m handing them to you. It’s what she was going to do before we arrived. I convinced her to hold off while we operated our charities. But I think our last confrontation with the soldiers has caused her to put them into action,” Garm said. 
 
    “She is heating and irradiating the ore deposits,” Saladon said, reading the plan. 
 
    “Is it enough to critical mass?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous,” Saladon replied. 
 
    “Hah!” Tenner said. “Come on, Klorr. Give us a laugh.” 
 
    “She told me it could destroy the city,” Garm said. 
 
    “I have not finished,” Saladon said. “There is water under this region.” 
 
    “Yeah, the ocean,” Tenner said. 
 
    “There are also copious exothermic deposits of ore that react with water. Some explosively. Let me see. Yes, the water will gradually become steam. Which will reach more of the ore and accelerate the process. Eventually this region will explode in a torrent of irradiated steam,” Saladon stated. 
 
    “Is that good?” Tobe asked. 
 
    Saladon continued to read in silence. 
 
    “She’s not talking,” Tenner whispered. “That’s never a positive.” 
 
    “I apologize for my earlier statement, Mr. Oppalendere,” Saladon began. 
 
    “For what?” Zum asked. 
 
    “For accusing you of being ridiculous. This event would be much more severe than a nuclear detonation,” Saladon continued. 
 
    “Just steam?” Zum asked. 
 
    “The vapor would escape with enough force to demolish a preponderance of the structures in the city. The blast and absence of water would then cause the mines to collapse, which would level those structures that survived the initial venting. Any living organisms touched by the steam would be obliterated. If they survived the concussive pressure, they would be incinerated by the heat. If they survived the heat, they would be irradiated to the point of death,” Saladon said. 
 
    “You’re talking Klorr-level destruction?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “It is certainly possible a Gandrine could be destroyed by this, yes,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Can we turn it off?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Not without removing the water and all the ore deposits,” Saladon said. 
 
    “How long we got?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Forty-eight to one hundred and forty-four hours after it begins,” Saladon said. “Based on my readings, that was approximately eighteen hours ago.” 
 
    “Clarris did this? I thought she was as dumb as you, Garm,” Tenner said. 
 
    “This is not her plan,” Saladon said. “This document was produced by the mining company that operated here prior to our arrival. They had uncovered this scenario and produced this evaluation to map the parameters.” 
 
    “What was their idea of dealing with it?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Evacuation,” Saladon said. 
 
    “That would explain why they didn’t hang around here. Knowing their city was sitting on a radioactive bomb,” Tenner said.  
 
    “Liability alone,” Zum agreed. 
 
    “Your pal Clarris said that mining company went bankrupt—before she lit the fuse under our asses,” Tenner added. “That’s what she was doing this whole time! She said she was mining for precious minerals. I should have said something then. She looks about as much like a miner as I…look like a person who is good with analogies.” 
 
    “Shellz, how long until we can put to space?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Um. We might be able to make it in time,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What? Why so long?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “She said forty-eight hours minus sixteen on the low end. And we’re half-buried in dust with low fuel. This isn’t an all-terrain vehicle. It’s not meant for emergency take-offs. The only emergencies it can handle are being low on cocktail napkins,” Shellz said. 
 
    “We can’t leave. This whole trip will be a waste. We’ll lose everything!” Garm said. 
 
    “Garm. Babe. We’re going to be hit with a nuclear bomb. Money doesn’t matter,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Let me see if I’m understanding this correct. You knew Clarris was gonna do this?” Zum asked. 
 
    “No. I knew of the plan, in broad terms—” Garm began. 
 
    “Yeah, no way Garm understood it,” Tenner added. 
 
    “Clarris had agreed to hold off. We had six months to get out of here. That was our arrangement,” Garm said. 
 
    “Nice arrangement. She kills the whole city after we give ’em a little bit of help,” Zum said. 
 
    “She was going to have them evacuate first. She was arranging it with the other cities on this planet. Her objective was to remove the city, not the people. But the paramilitary team locked us down and forced her to move,” Garm explained. 
 
    “Forced her to move?” Tenner asked. “What does this have to do with the mercenaries? She could have waited them out forever. Now your buddy has put us all in danger.” 
 
    “It’s not ideal,” Garm admitted. “But the soldiers proved more capable than we thought. And this knocks them back on their heels.” 
 
    “How so? They got armor that can probably shrug off steam and a couple x-rays,” Zum said. 
 
    “They might have armor,” Shellz began, “but their ship is little more than a troop transport. Whatever trouble we’re facing, they’ve got it worse. The Summer Dream Adventure can practically bounce itself off a star and not give anyone a sunburn on our observation decks. But that dinky little ship could have all its systems scrambled any minute.” 
 
    “Right. The next six hours are crucial. If the paramilitaries are coming, that’s when they’ll make their play,” Garm said. 
 
    “Six hours? If we played hide-and-seek in this ship and you told us where you were going this crew couldn’t catch you in six hours. We could open all the doors and invite them in if they only got that long,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Why did Clarris hate the city so much? It’s not bad. Maybe a little dusty,” Tobe said. 
 
    “It’s just…philosophy. The city was keeping this population in place. And while they were here, doing nothing, they weren’t growing. And this area would always be a temptation because of the city. Everyone looking to the past,” Garm said. 
 
    “What a load of steaming, radioactive crap,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Whatever the reasons, we have to get all these people off my ship so we can get situated and run prep,” Shellz said. 
 
    “We’re not gonna leave them here,” Zum said. 
 
    “Yeah, I agree with the cook,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Agree all you want. We can’t fly with them. We won’t get off the ground,” Shellz said. 
 
    “They can’t be that heavy compared to a spaceship,” Tenner said. 
 
    “They are. And they take up fuel just by breathing and pooping,” Shellz replied. 
 
    “Zum,” Garm interrupted. “What happens if our charities are cut short? Do we get partial payment?” 
 
    “The religion is the most flexible. That one is based on time and not a lot else,” he replied. 
 
    “Thanks be to Thad Elon,” Tobe said seriously. 
 
    “You showed me a spreadsheet some time ago,” Garm prodded. 
 
    “I got lots of spreadsheets on the charities.” 
 
    “It was broken down by how many units of this and that and the optimum payouts,” Garm said. 
 
    “Let me look,” he said, taking out his tele. 
 
    “How does pooping take fuel?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Everything takes fuel. Fuel isn’t gas or oil. It’s energy. Lights. Life support. Every single facet of the ship,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Here it is,” Zum said, holding out his tele to Garm. “But, you know, on thinking about this, we won’t get nothing.” 
 
    “Why not?” Garm asked.  
 
    “Because all the charities use the same forms. The same base form. And they all got values for Originating Entity and Service Region and Salty Index—which is like coordinates,” Zum said. 
 
    “Why would they call it that?” Saladon asked. 
 
    “I’m betting that whatever government group built the charity forms first copied the restaurant forms. Because a lot of the same terms is in there but with different uses,” Zum explained. 
 
    “Are we not salty enough?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Nipo helped set up these charities. And everything is tied to the city of Abarone-on-Shankir. That’s the Originating Entity. He could have tied it to the Summer Dream Adventure, but—” Zum began. 
 
    “He wanted control,” Garm finished. 
 
    “Yeah. But also he knows all the attributes of the city and could just plug them in. It’s a lot of stuff to fill out,” Zum said. 
 
    “I bet. So where does that leave us? What’s the bottom line?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I mean, if what Saladon says is true, and the city is, you know, destroyed… We ain’t getting anything,” Zum said. 
 
    “But what if we can rescue the people? Move them somewhere and keep doing the charities?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “It’s not tied to the people. They’re just the Dessert Pastry Stuffing on the forms. We could set up other charities with the Dream as the Originating Entity,” Zum said. 
 
    “Could we carry over the old…Taco Pastries to the new charities?” Garm asked. 
 
    “No. It starts over. And it would take a long time to get approved,” Zum said. 
 
    “So we have to stop this from happening to get paid is what you’re saying?” Garm asked. 
 
    “It cannot be stopped. It is happening now. The only indeterminant value is when,” Saladon explained. “When the company produced this document, it is unclear whether there was more or less water in the mines.” 
 
    “What would the different water levels mean?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “More water would require a longer period to vaporize into radioactive steam. However, once it did explode, it would possess a greater magnitude,” Saladon said. 
 
    “Could we pour more water in to slow it down? We got swimming pools and showers and bathrooms on the ship,” Garm said. 
 
    “That all takes fuel!” Shellz said. 
 
    “No water we have access to would be of any consequence. It would need to be on the level of a large lake. Even that would not halt the process. We need to vacate this area immediately,” Saladon warned. 
 
    “Are there any extra rivers or lakes around here?” Garm asked. 
 
    “It’s the desert, Garm,” Shellz said. “The water in the mines took decades to reach here.” 
 
    “Zum. Are you sure we’re not getting paid?” Garm asked. “No matter what?” 
 
    “Not without a city. Hell, even if a few streets changed we might run into snags. Nipo made sure it was Abarone-on-Shankir that was the key,” Zum said. 
 
    “He really liked saying that name.” Tenner nodded. 
 
    “What about the people? We can’t get anything for…you know, anything? All the work we did?” Garm asked desperately. 
 
    “It was never about them. At least not on the forms,” Zum said. 
 
    “Good, then let us depart with haste,” Saladon said. 
 
    “We have to get the locals out and away. We have a lot of tasks to complete before we can leave. And they’re lounging all over the lounges,” Shellz said. 
 
    “They got nowhere to go and no way to cross the desert,” Tenner said. “How hard would it be to take some of them with us?”  
 
    “Impossible. The population here is like three times the flying capacity of this ship when it was brand new. And if you didn’t notice, it’s not brand new anymore,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What are our power levels at?” Zum asked. 
 
    “A little over 10%,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Why do we always let it get so low?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Because I can’t sit out sunbathing and operate the ship. And we’ve had bad guys being bad guys for weeks. If you would let me take a handful of the locals that no one wants, I could use them as kind of batteries,” Shellz said. 
 
    “What?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Ha ha, Shellz. Very funny,” Garm said. “How many locals, just as a guess, could we take with us?” 
 
    “Zero. They’re too heavy,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Come on, it’s not that tight. We could throw out some chair cushions if weight was the issue,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Or Klorr,” Saladon said absently. 
 
    Everyone stopped and looked at the Gandrine in alarm. 
 
    “Don’t…” Garm began. 
 
    “She was only kidding, Klorr,” Zum stated nervously. 
 
    “Yeah. We love you, Klorr,” Tenner added. 
 
    “Thad Elon’s blessings upon ye, oh rocky compatriot,” Tobe spoke reverently. 
 
    “I am sorry. It was…my species is not proficient at jocularity,” Saladon mumbled, trying to smile at the Gandrine to make sure there were no hard feelings and he didn’t tear apart the ship and kill them all. 
 
    After a few minutes of trying to soothe the unresponsive Gandrine, the crew went back to normal. 
 
    “When I say ‘heavy” that’s a catch-all term pilots use. It just means too much resources. In space you can trade everything for mass. Moving 5,000 kilograms can be swapped for moving 4,000 kilograms with life support or 3,000 kilos with life support and lights. The locals take too much energy is the problem,” Shellz said. 
 
    “It’s impossible? Like hacking teles?” Garm asked skeptically. “What if we moved them to another city on this planet?” 
 
    “Flying in atmosphere is a lot harder for the Dream than flying in space. Even reaching orbit is nothing compared to pushing this boat through air and trying to make it behave like it isn’t a drunken mountain,” Shellz said. 
 
    “How about the closest space station? What would it take?” Garm asked. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Saladon said. 
 
    “I’m asking the pilot,” Garm replied sternly. 
 
    “All the locals?” Shellz tried to confirm. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t know. If we can get prepped. If we can dump some weight. The closest in-space depot would still be too far away,” Shellz said. 
 
    “But in space you could refuel yourself, right?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Won’t matter if we can’t get there. Or if you all suffocate before then. I mean, I won’t mind,” Shellz said. “And my good buddy, Klorr. Who is my friend and I never say anything bad about.” 
 
    “Shellz!” Garm barked. “You’re telling me it is literally impossible to evacuate any locals with us?” 
 
    “No, of course it’s not impossible,” she replied. “But it would be hard. And Zummy says we won’t get paid, anyway. So what’s the point?” 
 
    “We need a real estimate,” Tenner said. “Everyone is saying ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ and ‘salty’ when we’re talking about killing a city.” 
 
    “Agreed. We need actual numbers. How long to prep? How long to get minimum fuel? How long to move locals in? How long to move the ones in here out? And what steps can we take?” Zum listed. 
 
    “Right. Okay. Zum and Shellz, you calculate that. Tenner and Saladon start prep,” Garm said. 
 
    “I need to be in the controls for there to be any prep. It will take you guys forever,” Shellz said. 
 
    “We can talk in the cockpit,” Zum said. 
 
    “Okay,” Shellz said. 
 
    “Tobe, we need to get these locals ready. We’re either going to have to move them in or out. So let’s round them up and get them all into one place,” Garm said. 
 
    “The ones already on the ship we can move to one of the central observation decks,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Once Zum and Shellz have a time table, we’ll meet again and decide what to do,” Garm said. 
 
      
 
    Garm’s prediction turned out to be quite accurate. The next three hours saw the paramilitary soldiers probing and circling the ship. For the most part, they never got within 500 meters, but they were far more obvious than in times past. 
 
    Finally, Garm radioed Zum and Tenner to have them come to one of the upper decks for a moment. 
 
    “What’s up?” Tenner asked. 
 
    This was a front-mounted observation deck designed for romantic rendezvous, intimate business discussions, or both. It was equipped with several telescopic sights that could be zoomed to witness whatever phenomenon was worth looking at. 
 
    Garm had the settings zoomed to show three soldiers in the desert. Zum had just come from the cockpit. 
 
    “The scanners on the bridge are much more capable,” Zum said. 
 
    “I know, but I don’t feel like listening to Shellz,” Garm said. 
 
    “Hey!” Shellz replied, having been eavesdropping. 
 
    “Get off this channel and do what I told you!” Zum barked. 
 
    “Fine. Grump,” Shellz said, clicking off. 
 
    Tenner adjusted the controls on the viewer. They could see two soldiers in orange camouflage armor attempting to drag a third. 
 
    “You guys are military people. What do you think this is?” Garm asked. 
 
    “My first reaction is they’re trying something clever. Some kind of trap. Because that’s what they’ve been doing every step of the way,” Tenner said. “But realistically, looks like they got a guy in busted armor and you stole their truck.” 
 
    “And the miners stole it from me,” Garm said. 
 
    “No, I told them they could use it,” Zum said. “If they’ve been wearing that armor most of the time they been here, it’s got to be filled to the neck with dust.” 
 
    “I’m sure they clean it,” Tenner said. 
 
    “How? Unless they got some vacuum-sealed environment, if they open it up to clean it, they’ll get even more dust in it. They’re out there in the desert,” Zum said. 
 
    “And the radiation?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s combat armor. It’s for combat. Radiation and dust can…well, do that,” Tenner said, pointing. 
 
    “They’ve been circling the ship for hours,” Garm said. “Probing for weaknesses.” 
 
    “Yeah, we saw them in the cockpit,” Zum said. “If they’re lookin’ specific for you, then they ain’t got a chance. You could stuff yourself in a vent and it would take them a year to find you.” 
 
    “More than that,” Tenner agreed. “The Dream is basically a small town.” 
 
    “Surrounded by townspeople,” Garm added. 
 
    “Which I ain’t happy about using,” Zum said. 
 
    “What are you planning on doing about the soldiers?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Nothing we can do. Even crippled we can’t hurt them. I can drive out with my stupid hammers and hope I don’t get melted by steam on the way. But I think I’ll sit here and wave,” Garm said. “Do we have an estimate on leaving?” 
 
    “Almost,” Zum said. 
 
    “Any hints?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “It’s going to be tight,” he said. 
 
    “What’s ‘tight’ mean?” Tenner asked. “We’re either going to die or not die.” 
 
    “It means do your job and we can all get out of this,” Zum said. 
 
    “Don’t talk down to me. I’m first mate and you mix pudding,” Tenner replied. 
 
    “Then why do I make 25% more than you?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Hey, you said payroll was confidential,” Tenner objected. 
 
    “Gentlemen, please,” Garm began. “Shut up. Give me a time table, Zum.” 
 
    “It’s not done yet,” he replied. 
 
    “Guy, this is whether all of us die and it’s time-sensitive. Cut some corners,” Tenner said. 
 
    Zum grumbled and took out his tele. 
 
    “Saladon estimated 48 to 144 hours until conditions is critical,” Zum began. 
 
    “And we’re like 24 hours into that,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Shush! Go on,” Garm said. 
 
    “The Dream can shrug off the radiation and early steam geysers. To push everyone out and away, we’d need about…30 hours to hit orbit. If we really gun it. To get the locals inside and, you know, safe, we got an estimate…of…it’s…uh…105 hours,” Zum said. 
 
    They were silent, reflecting on those numbers. 
 
    “Why so long?” Garm asked, after a moment. 
 
    “There ain’t no getting around that many bodies. We’d have to stack ’em up in every hallway and staircase and storage closet,” Zum said. “And…we’re not sure we have enough juice to hit orbit. We think we got it. But the ship’s never been forced that hard and this is rough atmosphere.” 
 
    “We have to leave them,” Tenner stated. 
 
    “What?” Zum asked, shocked. 
 
    “It’s numbers. I don’t want to do it. I’m not going to go out of my way to do it. But all of us dying isn’t noble,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Can we take some of them?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Come on, think,” Tenner began. “There would be a riot. Can you imagine? Have a peaceful lottery for the handful that gets to survive? We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “We can’t leave all these people to die for our stupid mistakes,” Zum said. 
 
    “It blows. I know,” Tenner said. “But they’re little people. Little people die all over this galaxy and us trying to save a thousand here or there isn’t going to tip any universal scales of justice. It’s just going to get us killed along with them.” 
 
    “It’s more than a thousand. It’s a city. This whole population. They already been kicked by the scales of justice for generations,” Zum said. 
 
    “Exactly. They’re used to it. They’re not going to be screaming about how unfair it is when the exact same thing happens that always happens. I’m not trying to be an asshole, but like you said, it’s a city. This ship can’t move a city during a radioactive earthquake with only a few hours and no power. We can’t do it. Everyone will die,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Garm,” Zum began. “This is your call. You’re the captain. A spaceship ain’t no democracy. We can be crooks and thieves and even assassins. But don’t murder a city.” 
 
    “It was already dead. They just wouldn’t admit it. You want to light some candles and sing some songs, then go ahead. Light a million candles—once we’re safe. You’re not the captain of Abarone-on-Who-Cares, Garm. You’re our captain. You need to keep us alive,” Tenner said. 
 
    They stared at Garm, whose Quadrad poker face betrayed no emotions as she mulled her options. 
 
    “Get them on board. All of them,” Garm stated firmly. 
 
    She expected pushback. Disagreement. Tantrums. But this was not Saladon and Tobe. Zum and Tenner were military brats and they knew how things worked on a spaceship. 
 
    “I’ll get with Shellz and start prep,” Zum said. “You know, some of the bigger jobs outside would really be helped along by Klorr.” The sentence was lobbed as a question. 
 
    “He’s on the ship. If we move him outside and get him pushing and pulling, we might not get him back on board in time,” Garm said. “Besides, this ship is going to get crowded. It’s scary enough with him walking around and it’s just us. But if we get the entire city in here, he could accidentally do a lot of harm.” 
 
    “That’s a good point. You think…you think maybe we should put a tarp on him? Like the soldiers done?” Zum asked. 
 
    “He’s a crew member. Treat him like one. He’s just slow. And scary,” Garm said. 
 
    “Alright,” Zum said. 
 
    “There’s still the issue of the mercenaries,” Tenner said. “If they want to rush in and try and break up this evacuation, they can.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can do anything about them,” Garm replied. 
 
    “You could call them. Pick up your tele and give them a call,” Tenner suggested. 
 
    Zum saw this conversation no longer concerned him and he left to begin the very significant tasks of preparing to leave the planet. 
 
    “What would calling them do?” Garm asked Tenner. “I’m not going to taunt them. Dare them to come at us.” 
 
    “No. Offer them a ride out of here. Shellz said their ship might already be damaged. We see what happened to their armor. They might be in worse shape than we realize,” Tenner said. 
 
    “But if I call them, they’re going to know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Unless they’re blind, they already know. Do they want to capture you enough that they’ll sit here during this cataclysm? They’re mercenaries, not zealots,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll…look into it. Can you deal with them if…whatever, they agree?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I know their type. We’ll get along fine once we get them away from their armor and weapons.” 
 
    “And that will be a condition of their safe passage,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m going to get with Tobe and try and get the locals organized. It’s going to be a tight fit.” 
 
    “I know. And thanks, Tenner.” 
 
    “Yup,” he said, leaving. 
 
    “That was pretty painless,” Garm said, when she was alone. 
 
    “I know. Those guys are pretty reasonable,” Shellz agreed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    Get the Hell Gone 
 
    The next twenty-four hours saw a flurry of activity around the Summer Dream Adventure.  
 
    Because Garm had ordered the locals to be civilian shields around the ship, they were already prepared to quickly move in. They were instructed not to bring any goods or valuables or possessions. Fortunately or unfortunately, they had very little of any of those.  
 
    The people of the city recognized they were in serious danger. While most had already moved to the outskirts of the ship, there had been stubborn holdouts who rejected the luxury of the Dream. Abarone-on-Shankir had vast subterranean areas that were riddled with chasms and tunnels that connected directly to the past mining operations. 
 
    Some of those holdouts had been belowground when gusts of superheated vapor rushed by. They suffered third-degree burns and ruptured eardrums. The steam was not yet highly radioactive and that was the only reason any of them survived. The medical pods fixed most of the issues in five minutes.  
 
    And after that, all the holdouts became very willing participants in the exodus and spread news of the terror that was building under their feet. 
 
    As all this was going on, it was the engineering team that suddenly became the heroes. 
 
    Shellz fired up some of the major ship systems that hadn’t been activated since they set down on the planet. About a third of them failed. The dust had really hammered the Summer Dream Adventure. A list of malfunctions that long required weeks or months to repair in a zero-gravity drydock.  
 
    But Shellz was able to plug herself directly into the ship and she didn’t require sleep. Not only that, but if she couldn’t get the systems to tell her what was wrong, she could exit and bodily push herself through spin capacitors and fuel oxiginators and see where there were problems or blockages. 
 
    Even if Shellz could get inside the equipment, she couldn’t actually fix it. She was gas. To get access to all this enormous gear required the efforts of Klorr. He could lift and dismantle entire spaceship engines that would normally take twenty people and two cranes operating in space. While it was dangerous to have him moving around in a crowded ship, there weren’t any locals in the hazardous machinery rooms of the ship. 
 
    Even after identifying the problem, and getting access to the problem, it was up to Chief Saladon to actually make the repairs. 
 
    Of all her crew, Garm questioned Saladon-sish-Samil’s employment the most often. Every member of her team had issues. Serious issues. 
 
    But Saladon was not a grumpy senior citizen who nevertheless had a noble heart. She was not a relentlessly self-destructive alcoholic covertly seeking redemption. She wasn’t a frivolous philanderer trying to sterilely impregnate the galaxy. And she wasn’t an adolescent gas cloud who didn’t fully comprehend what it meant to be a living being. 
 
    Even Klorr, who seemed like he was a terrible risk, had never done anything that could be construed as malicious. He had never done anything that could be construed as anything. If he had a personality, it was operating at such a glacial pace that it was imperceptible. 
 
    But Saladon was exactly as she appeared to be. She was a xenophobic, racist bastard. She did not respect any member of the crew. She did not like any member of the crew. She was the most expensive employee who gave as little effort as possible and complained every step of the way. 
 
    The only reasons Saladon was on the Dream was because the illegal nature of the ship allowed her to operate covertly in the Colmarian Confederation where, if she were discovered, she would at the very least be imprisoned. The Rettosians were at war with the Confederation and it was a real war. She didn’t have to do much on the ship, either. All the tasks required of her were trivial, which allowed her time to pursue her own interests. And, most importantly, she had simply not found any better offers. 
 
    But as they were facing destruction due to cascading ship failures, Saladon came up with breakthrough after breakthrough to fix the complex devices. 
 
    Any one of her designs would have been the crowning, career achievement of a Colmarian ship engineer. And Saladon came up with a half dozen within thirty-six hours. And to Saladon-sish-Samil, they were nothing. In a month she would barely remember them because to her they were insignificant accomplishments. 
 
    There wasn’t a crew in the entire Colmarian Confederation who could have done what Saladon did by all by herself. And it was moments like that where Garm remembered why she kept Saladon on the payroll and put up with her horrible temperament. 
 
      
 
    The townspeople were more than amenable to leaving the planet to avoid radioactive death. But there were still thousands and thousands of them that had to be corralled onto the ship by only a few crewmembers. 
 
    If even 1% of the locals had questions about sleeping arrangements, or tried to sneak the family pet on board, or started a fist fight with a neighbor who owed them money, then they all might face destruction. 
 
    It was up to Tobe and Zum, with some help from Garm, to keep the population moving in an efficient manner. 
 
    Garm gave overall instructions via loudspeaker. And then Tobe soothed them with her infinite charm, promises of eternal salvation, and more realistic promises of free sex. Zum chastised them with his firm discipline and kept them alive with food and drink during this multi-day process.  
 
    Zum would further bribe them with snacks if they did particularly well, and threaten to withhold sustenance if they performed poorly. His personage was so universally feared and respected that Tobe was considering adding him to her religion as a herald of doom and judgement. 
 
    The passenger boarding went remarkably smooth considering the pressure they were all under. But they had been moving in and out of the Summer Dream Adventure for months so this was merely a much faster version of their shift transfers, with the extra incentive of impending annihilation. 
 
      
 
    Garm was not entirely sure about contacting the mercenaries. It went against all her training and what she believed the paramilitary soldiers were like. She was also further hampered by the breakneck pace in which they were working and the fact her ship was currently inoperable. But she trusted Tenner enough to give it a try. 
 
    Within twenty-four hours, the entire paramilitary force of the Kinlo-Shor Dragoon Torqs Division 2 presented themselves to the ship for surrender. Per instructions, they were without arms and armor. Tenner met with the remaining members in one of the ship’s larger loading bays and he carried a submachine gun just to be sure.  
 
    The paramilitary force only had access to basic first aid in their transport ship, so any losses they sustained, would stay sustained. Five had been killed by Garm, Tenner, and Clarris. Two were sick from local illnesses. Four had suffered accidents and received various broken bones and serious sprains. And five more had been hit with either radiation, steam, or radioactive steam and were in bad shape. There were only eight members remaining in full health.  
 
    The original estimates of their numbers had been incorrect due to their own efforts to obfuscate them.  
 
    “Hi,” Tenner said jovially to the assembled group that had held them all as virtual prisoners for weeks. “Welcome to the Summer Dream Adventure! My name is Tenner Tashly and I’ve been assigned the task of processing you. As you can see from our surroundings, this whole region is about to journey down a spiraling, crap-stained tunnel to hell. And as my colleague—and religious leader—Tobe has detailed, hell is a place devoid of fornication. So I would appreciate your cooperation while we try and save our asses. Are you…are all of you women?” Tenner asked, seeing them without gear for the first time. 
 
    “What’s that have to do with anything?” one asked, defiance clinging to her despite the circumstances. 
 
    “Nothing at all. It just makes describing the bathroom situation a lot easier. Good,” he said. 
 
    “Are you Tenner Tashly the Loon?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Hah. You’ve been speaking to the locals?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “No, they weren’t very forthcoming. We do our own research. We found history of your activities on planet Meriang 483z,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t remember Meriang,” Tenner said. 
 
    “There’s records of you there spanning twelve years.” 
 
    “I’m not saying I wasn’t there. I’m saying I don’t remember it,” Tenner shrugged. “Okay. So you guys just lost fifty tons of expensive gear, you lost your assignment, and you lost, sorry, some of your people. And we’re going to be in space for a while because you all made us lose our cash paydays so we’re forced to find the cheapest place to set down. Your presence here is a bit of a conundrum. Because you were, mere moments ago, trying to kill me,” Tenner said. 
 
    “We weren’t trying to kill you. We weren’t trying to kill any of you,” one said. 
 
    “Oh! If you just wanted to run some laps any one of our four—or six?—jogging tracks, you should have just asked,” Tenner said. “What were you here for, exactly?” 
 
    “Our task was to capture the Quadrad. The government has a reward.” 
 
    “Which government? There’s so many,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Colmarian Confederation. We hadn’t realized there were two of you. I warned against this job. They’re too good at what they do,” a woman said. 
 
    “Well, you guys came close. But you made it life-or-death and we were here first,” Tenner said. 
 
    “We would never catch Zum. Quadrad are experts at subterfuge,” a soldier added. 
 
    “Wait. You think Zum Oppalendere is a Quadrad? If you got records on me, you have to have records on him. He was the first lifeform to ever throw dirt in anger,” Tenner said. 
 
    “Quadrad take on the records of others,” one replied. “It’s how they hide.” 
 
    “You make it sound like I’m not a crewmember here. Like I’m trying to trick you. As if I can’t make you guys dance-fight to the death right now,” Tenner said, waving around his gun as proof. “But no, this is good. You all are going to have your minds blown. When you see Zum, ask him to do a double backflip. No, no! Ask him to bend his knees without groaning. This is going to be amazing.” 
 
    “What are the conditions on our surrender?” a woman asked, annoyed with Tenner’s joking. 
 
    “Like I said, this is a problem I’ve been giving thought to. Not a lot of thought, but some. While we have a couple jails on the ship, they aren’t designed for a team of super criminals like you. It’s for shoplifters and people who spit in the hallways and stuff like that,” Tenner said. 
 
    “We can’t remain shackled for a galactic transit. We have people in need of medical attention,” a woman said. 
 
    “I know. I know. I’m trying to detail the rules of your stay and I’m making them up right now. I was instructed to be strict. Like, if you all do so much as spill a cup of coffee, we’re going to kill you. We scanned you guys—gals—and without your spiffy armor and guns, any one of these burly miners could beat the snot out of you without breaking a sweat. But I need to do more than that because, you know: paramilitary mercenary soldiers. So I’m going to drug you,” Tenner said. 
 
    “We could die! We can’t be drugged for months,” a woman said. There was much agreement and unease and Tenner could see they were re-evaluating their surrender. 
 
    “Hold on. The good news is, I won’t be giving you some boring, old sedatives. The bad news is, I don’t know your exact biology so it will take a while to dial it in. But the upshot is, you will soon be embarking on a psychedelic journey of the mind and soul,” Tenner explained. 
 
    “You’re going to try and make us drug addicts?” 
 
    “No, no. I don’t deal drugs. Gross. I’m giving you some of my own private stash. And look, you all just experienced a cataclysmic failure. You lost colleagues, your mission, maybe your self-esteem. I really recommend you use this time and these drugs for the purpose in which they were intended: to forget everything bad in your lives,” Tenner said. 
 
    “I’m not going to be some narcotic test subject of Tenner the Loon,” one stated. 
 
    “Cool. Cool. Makes my job a lot easier. If you don’t want to do it, you are free to take your chances dodging a radioactive steam earthquake that will pack enough force to lift this continent 100 feet out of the ocean. Just do an about-face and march on out of here. Anyone? Anyone?” Tenner asked. 
 
    The Kinlo-Shor Dragoon Torqs Division 2 shifted around, and ultimately stared at their boots in silent defeat. 
 
    “This,” Tenner began enthusiastically, “is the perfect time to begin your introductory course in the value of hardcore, non-addictive drugs.” 
 
      
 
    Things continued in this way for some time as they inched closer and closer to the mining company’s official estimated time of wholesale regional obliteration. The overall feeling was one of controlled chaos with more than a smattering of fear. 
 
    All the locals had not been brought on board and even if they had been, the ship was still not operational enough to depart. The engineering team was working feverishly to get them space-worthy but it was not a minor set of tasks and it took time. 
 
    The earthquakes were increasing in intensity and a vent erupted just outside the ship which caused serious radiation burns to almost twenty townspeople. The injuries they suffered were at the very limit of what the Dream’s medical devices could handle. Even then it would take several weeks of incremental recuperation to get them back to full health. While the town’s medical pods could heal the wounds in a fraction of the time, the city was far too unsafe to enter. 
 
    Shellz could see, via telescopes, that several of the taller buildings were now tilting because the ground had shifted so much. Any venting that was going on at the distant port was certainly much more extreme in the mining-riddled area of the city.  
 
    Therefore, the decision was made to move all the locals into the Dream immediately and worry about how and where they would put them later. Waiting outside was simply becoming too dangerous. 
 
    And it was at this point that Nipo made his appearance and asked for an audience with Garm. 
 
    Garm had been expecting this, and was even a bit surprised he waited so long. She made sure every single local was safely inside the ship, the paramilitaries were under the mind-bending care of Dr. Tenner, and then she agreed to speak with Nipo at one of the last remaining open hatches into the ship. 
 
    “Greetings, Section Master Nipo,” Garm said. 
 
    Nipo looked bad. He had clearly been burnt from steam, his clothes were a dirty mess, and he had lost weight. He had been in hiding ever since the paramilitaries arrived and clearly the experience not been easy on him. 
 
    “It appears that Abarone-on-Shankir is facing grievous natural calamity and I hereby request evacuation for myself as part of the Colmarian Confederation Emergency Policy of Interloping, Translocation, and Fecal Redundancy Chapters 483 Subsection 3.1 and Chapters 292—”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Garm interrupted, not wanting or caring to know the official reasons, which could take hours to enumerate. “Sign this,” she said, handing him her tele. 
 
    “And what, may I inquire, is the subject matter?” he asked, taking the device with a scarred hand. 
 
    “It’s your endorsement of the charities you set up here on our behalf. It turns over all ownership and compensation to us,” Garm said. 
 
    Nipo flipped through the documents. There were, of course, thousands of pages. 
 
    “I shall need time to read and consider this, of course,” he said. 
 
    Garm snatched back the tele. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll return after you’ve read it. Might take a few weeks or months while we…translocate your population to safety. We can spare some towels and a few bars of soap if you need them,” Garm replied. 
 
    “Very well, Captain Garm. I see you are leaving me no choice but to barter for my very life. I shall sign,” he said. 
 
    Garm handed it back and Nipo began to endorse every box required. It was a five-minute process, so Garm lobbed some questions while they waited. 
 
    “Why did you bring the paramilitaries here? The Kinlo-Shor Dragoon Torqs,” Garm asked. 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “Do you think lying at this time is a smart move? If I close this door, you die. You need to be as open and honest as if your life depended upon your veracity—because it does,” Garm explained. 
 
    “I…was concerned. I did not have the means of resisting your incursion. I deduced you were a Quadrad—” Nipo began. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I was aware that Clarris was one. Some…people had been sent here in the past to dispatch her and they had spoken with me first. I wanted nothing to do with it of course and assumed they would arrest her.” 
 
    “What did she do, kill them all?” Garm asked. 
 
    “Or worse. Yes. And I recognized she had spoken with you—all your hand-waving communication. And you met with each other on several occasions,” Nipo added. 
 
    “Were you spying on her?” 
 
    “Odd choice of words for a Quadrad. But no, it was a tracking device,” he replied. 
 
    “So your concern was what?” 
 
    “I did not know, precisely. But there were now two Quadrad in my city, one of which was my head of security. I did some research and found that there was a bounty for Quadrad,” he said. 
 
    “Bounty?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a very strange department. Something to do with legumes and chilled tea. But they were offering pay in exchange for information about your people. I did not wish to contact them directly, so I searched for an intermediary.” 
 
    “And a paramilitary force fresh from a civil war was your first choice?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I…admit it was not my most astute election. I was, at the time, feeling…rather insecure. I do not know about you Quadrad except what I have seen on tele programs,” he said. “I was further concerned for the well-being of Abarone-on-Shankir.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I guess that makes sense,” Garm said. 
 
    Nipo finished signing the lengthy set of documents and returned the tele. Garm examined it to make sure everything was filled out correctly, but Nipo was more than proficient at filling out forms. She transmitted them when she was confident they were completed. 
 
    “So, obviously those documents aren’t about the charities,” Garm began. “The charities no longer exist because the city is about to be destroyed.” 
 
    “What did I sign?” Nipo asked. 
 
    “That was you taking ownership of all the former charities and erasing any mention of us. You further took the blame for this—” Garm held out her arms at the desert “—radioactive catastrophe.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it!” 
 
    “I know. But I just want to make sure nothing comes back to me or my crew. You see, the problem is, Nipo: I can’t trust you. Since we first set down here, you’ve tried to shake us down and con us. Every deal you made was overwhelmingly in your favor and even still, you reneged on every single one of them,” she said. 
 
    “I was concerned. Quadrad,” Nipo sputtered. 
 
    “Yes. Concern. I’m concerned about dental hygiene. But I don’t hire a team of paramilitaries to assault my mouth. If I take you out of here, and you’re safe and secure at some space station, I feel pretty confident you’re going to start sending form after form and a stream of memos trying to undo everything and screw us over even worse than before,” Garm said. 
 
    “I won’t. I give you my word,” he said. 
 
    “But you’ve already established the value of your word. You have lorded over this city for decades. You’ve made your own people suffer when it was your responsibility to enrich or at least protect them. You being section master made this city such a horrific place that it drew the attention of the Quadrad,” Garm said. 
 
    “How? Why?” 
 
    “It is Clarris that is destroying this city. It’s why she came here. It was such an abomination, such a temple to your greed, that she felt it was best to eradicate the entire region so no one could ever do what you did again,” Garm explained. 
 
    Nipo was stunned. He stood mouthing words with no sound coming out. 
 
    “And if I let you go,” Garm continued. “If I let you die in the Abarone-on-Shankir that you turned into a pit of despair, I’m betting you’ll still find the opportunity to send some strongly worded recantations. Or even dig up some of the weapons that Clarris told me you had buried about and take a few shots at our ship.” 
 
    Nipo blinked at her. He was not a fool. But he had spent his life hurting others and now that he was on the receiving end, he was entirely unprepared for the experience. 
 
    “So, no. We will not be evacuating you. And I cannot allow you to remain here, where you will enact whatever damage you feel would be most injurious to the most people. You’ve had many, many years of luxury and power, and have endlessly abused others who entrusted you. This is me telling you that if there is such a thing as reincarnation, don’t be such an asshole next time.” 
 
    Garm shot Section Master Nipo in the forehead, once in the neck, and three times in the chest. It was not that she was overly vindictive, but the Quadrad model was to kill someone one-and-a-half times to be sure. Garm was using a relatively small caliber pistol, and Nipo had a lot of body mass to shoot through. 
 
    She checked his vitals to ensure he was deceased, and then returned to the ship, closing the hatch behind her. 
 
      
 
    Engineering presented Garm with case after case where they could cut corners in order to escape the planet earlier. Such as if they shut off power to a third of the ship, which would kill approximately 25% of the locals on board, they could take off almost immediately.  
 
    Garm refused each one of these grisly scenarios.  
 
    The 144-hour estimate the mining company had predicted as the upper time limit on survivability crept up on them. The crew and townspeople, who had learned of the details, all held their breaths and even stopped moving as the deadline approached. It’s as if they believed their doomsday was not only listening for them, but punctuality was its key attribute.  
 
    But the moment came and went with little fanfare or change in conditions. The earthquakes were still quaking, the venting still venting, but the cataclysmic steam eruption of nuclear proportions had not yet made its appearance. 
 
    At 215 hours, the Summer Dream Adventure left the port of Abarone-on-Shankir forever. And it would be the last spaceship to ever reach this destination and the last people to ever visit or see the city. 
 
    They stared out the many observation windows to wait for the region to erupt, but they were disappointed by the lack of fireworks. The orange desert, the orangish continent, and the light-beige planet all faded away as the ship began its search for less destructive places to set down. 
 
      
 
    Two days into their space journey, Garm and the crew were all meeting in the stateroom to decide on a course of action. Zum read off the body count. 
 
    “We are deep, deep in the red,” he began. 
 
    “Red is pretty. That’s good, right?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “We lost all our capital on this excursion and we are rapidly losing all our supplies and gear to a city population living inside our boat,” he said. 
 
    “Did we manage to salvage any of the charities?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “No. Garm kicked them over to Nipo so we wouldn’t suffer liabilities from their failure,” Zum said. 
 
    “What about our own compensation? I sacrificed precious time and resources on this debacle,” Saladon said. 
 
    “We all going to have to tighten our belts a bit. If we can find a place willing to accept all these people, we’re still going to need a lot of repairs,” Zum said. 
 
    “Yeah, the Dream can’t handle this load,” Shellz added. “We’re barely keeping ahead of them in terms of power and routine repairs. So many toilets are already broken…” 
 
    “So no money?” Tenner asked. “There goes my hope for a chemistry lab.” 
 
    Everyone was feeling down. They might have been on the verge of mutiny if the ship were actually worth commandeering. Which it wasn’t at this point. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure. We got thousands of homeless, sickly miners and no one wants them,” Shellz explained. 
 
    “And at some point, I’m going to run out of ways to feed ’em,” Zum added. 
 
    “Jettison them. We should not have picked them up in the first place,” Saladon said. 
 
    “You know, I might have a bit of good news,” Garm began. “Yes, all the charities were a wash. But, on a hunch, I found that rescuing these people also qualifies as a charity.” 
 
    The crew perked up a bit. 
 
    “Can we get paid for it?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “Praise be to Thad Elon,” Tobe said. 
 
    “Be quiet with that nonsense. Your fraudulent religion is over,” Saladon sneered. 
 
    “It is?” Tobe asked seriously. 
 
    “Let’s keep it going. Sex and god are keeping these people happy,” Zum said. “What are the details on the…rescue charity? Do you need me to set up some forms? I gots a bit of experience at this point.” 
 
    “I have it here. Let me see. Take a look,” Garm said, flicking the details to Zum’s tele. 
 
    “This is—this is the payout! We got our money,” he said, stunned. 
 
    “May I inquire how much, Mr. Oppalendere?” Saladon asked politely. 
 
    Zum read it quietly. 
 
    “Well? Don’t keep us in suspense. Am I going to have to become a prostitute?” Tenner asked. 
 
    “I can find you work,” Tobe offered. 
 
    “We have received…more than five times what we woulda got from all the charities combined,” Zum said. 
 
    “What?” Shellz asked. “Can I get some new speakers?” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course,” Zum replied. 
 
    “Five times? I can buy my own refinery! No more grocery store liquor for me,” Tenner declared. 
 
    “Wow. So we’re really getting salaries?” Tobe asked. 
 
    “Look, guys, this isn’t over. We still have to repair this ship and get rid of all these people—without killing them,” Garm said. “But yes, we’re all getting paid. Much more than we expected. So…enjoy.” 
 
    Cheers! Jocularity. Even Klorr said, “Break move,” which everyone took as a good sign. Because why not? 
 
    “I’ll get back to looking for a place that will accept the town. We might have to split them up,” Shellz said, and she left the room. 
 
    “I’m going to have the biggest orgy we’ve had this entire week! Everyone is welcome to attend, of course,” Tobe said, and she also left to make preparations. 
 
    Saladon exited the stateroom without a word, but she might have smiled. 
 
    “Good job, Garm. I admit, I had my doubts. But, you know, you were right,” Tenner said, giving her a playful hug before leaving. 
 
    “What are you off to do?” Zum asked him. 
 
    “Keeping those paramilitaries high. We’ve just gotten out of the catatonic despair and I suspect we’re headed into raging paranoia, so I want to make sure my stun guns are in working condition,” he said, leaving the room. 
 
    It was only Garm, Zum, and Klorr remaining. Though Klorr didn’t really count. 
 
    “I agree. It was a damn good plan,” Zum said. 
 
    “Well, it was lucky. Who knew, right?” Garm replied. 
 
    “I suspect you did,” Zum began. 
 
    “Oh? Please elaborate,” Garm said, chuckling. 
 
    “It takes weeks or months to set up these charities. Assuming no Colmarian hiccups. You got this done—and paid—in a day? No. This had to have been done a long while back. Long before we even knew we was gonna have to escape. And you always seemed pretty calm about our timetable. Made sure we took every last one of those citizens. So you and Clarris worked this out?” Zum asked. 
 
    Garm smiled. 
 
    “Yes. Not everything, of course. But if Clarris implemented her plan for the city, I knew we’d have to evacuate in a hurry. And I saw the compensation for saving a population from a natural disaster was a whole lot more than for providing an occasional dental checkup,” Garm said. 
 
    “Did Clarris head out early?” he asked. 
 
    “No, she’s on board. I didn’t advertise it because I suspect she’s not very popular,” Garm replied. 
 
    “How did you hide her from Shellz and the thousand cameras she has?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of ways in and out of this ship. And we all look the same to Shellz. Two arms and two legs and a body,” she said. 
 
    “That deadline the mining company writ up. That wasn’t real?” Zum guessed. 
 
    “It was real. But Saladon, as expected, only read the technical aspects. That was only a first draft. They made four more. We had, approximately, four more weeks to get away safely. Which is why I wasn’t as concerned,” Garm said. 
 
    “Why did you have everyone in a panic? What did that accomplish?” he asked. 
 
    “I learned a lot about my crew.” 
 
    “Nasty way to conduct a test. Bit cruel ain’t it?” Zum asked. 
 
    “If it got too bad I would’ve let everyone know. But it was instructive. Every single member of the crew was more than willing to let that entire city die if it saved us. Everyone, that is, except you,” Garm said. 
 
    “Tenner was in a bad place when we made that vote. I think if I had another day to talk with him, he would have agreed to save them, even if it meant we might not get out,” Zum said. 
 
    “But you didn’t have another day. That was the decision he made right then on the spot.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well…we ain’t exactly angels. Can’t be too surprising. This crew’s not the easiest bunch to wrangle and motivate, but we still came together and got it done,” Zum said. 
 
    “Yes, we did. I’m proud of everyone. Honestly,” Garm said. 
 
    “Any other secrets you want to declare, Captain?” Zum asked. 
 
    “Just one. Something Tenner learned from the paramilitaries. I need to get the government off our backs—or at least off my back. But I have to work out some details with the Quadrad on my home world,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll make dinner,” he said. 
 
    “Something good? I think we should celebrate.” 
 
    “When do I ever prepare anything that ain’t good? But sure, I’ll fix something extra-special good,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    Deal 
 
    Kitchen Staff Supervisor Lizo-Wang was in her office preparing a speech.  
 
    She had not been back to her office in over a year but all her trinkets and photos and cups remained. No one had touched her chair or vacuumed her carpet, and her exotic plants had been so dangerously dead they had to be removed by a specialized waste team wearing protective gear. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was scheduled to give a talk at an upcoming convention for middle managers in the Colmarian Confederation government. The topics ranged from Facilitating Inter-Species Harmony in the Workplace Despite a History of Racial Warfare to How to Remain Comfortable on Planets with Hazardous Climates. 
 
    Lizo-Wang’s subject was tentatively titled: Compensating Employees Without Endangering Them with Expense Reports. She was planning to discuss alternative funding methods such as company credit, vouchers and coupons, and the skills of barter and trade. 
 
    It was evening, and most of the other employees had gone home for the day. Lizo-Wang was still adjusting to the local time. She had been in space for so long her circadian rhythms were discombobulated. But Lizo-Wang used the opportunity, and empty office, to practice her speech without disturbing anyone. 
 
    “We imperil our culture by relying upon the bureaucratic machinery to protect our—” Lizo-Wang began. “No, ‘culture’ sounds too fruity. It’s not paintings,” she mumbled. 
 
    “We imperil our people by… Imperil people. Peril people. Tongue twister,” she said, worrying about stumbling over her words in front of hundreds of bleary-eyed managers from across the Colmarian Confederation. 
 
    “It is perilous to rely upon the bureaucracy of government to safeguard our government bureaucracy,” a young woman said. 
 
    Lizo-Wang looked up to see who had spoken the words. It was a Colmarian woman with short, black hair, an athletic build, and casual attire. At once, the kitchen staff supervisor knew that this woman was not a government employee. She appeared too happy. 
 
    “That’s nice,” Lizo-Wang replied. “A same-sentence callback. However, a linguistic trick like that is better suited for younger people. Comedians. Or someone selling used vehicles. I think it’s expected of me to be bland and straightforward.” 
 
    “It is perilous to always do what is expected of you,” the young woman continued. 
 
    Lizo-Wang had already alerted her internal security team using a tiny communicator in her hair. But now she attempted to casually move back to her desk where she had several automated defense systems installed. 
 
    “I was under the impression that I was alone. Sorry if I disturbed you with my rambling. Are you new here?” Lizo-Wang asked pleasantly. 
 
    “Just visiting. I thought I’d drop by and meet the illustrious kitchen staff supervisor,” the young woman stated. 
 
    “I’m afraid there are no kitchens around here,” Lizo-Wang said, feigning confusion perfectly. “We have a break room down the hall, though one of the employees cooked their lunch in there and the ammonia fumes are more than capable of suffocating any lifeforms that breathe oxygen-nitrogen air.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could smell that when I came in the building. Five stories below,” the young woman said. 
 
    “Besides kitchens, is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “I’d like a moment to personally present a proposal to you, Lizo-Wang,” the young woman said. “Personally. Pre-sent pro-posal. A bit of a tongue-twister there as well.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang was by her desk and she clicked the button which was supposed to electrify the space in front of her, stunning any adversaries. Yet nothing happened. She pressed another switch which was supposed to send out a jet of supercooled gas which would stun, or kill, any adversaries. Again, no response. 
 
    “Support team. Support. Situation in 48B,” Lizo-Wang said into her communicator. 
 
    “I’m afraid I had to deactivate your—quite numerous—defense systems. Also, your security team has departed. I told them it was their lunch break. I was going to offer to buy them food, but they took off so quickly I didn’t get the chance. I didn’t even have to offer any credentials. I just stuck my head in and said that and they were gone,” the young woman explained. 
 
    Lizo-Wang pulled up her chair and slumped down. If she was going to die, she at least wanted to be comfortable. 
 
    “Well?” Lizo-Wang prompted. 
 
    “Not to be coy or demeaning, but I’d like to test who I’m dealing with. Can you guess who I am?” the young woman asked. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was not in the mood for games. She didn’t feel like jumping through hoops to entertain her murderer. However, it was in the nature of nearly all intelligent life to stave off their own destructions for as long as possible. It was this survival instinct that allowed life a chance to evolve intelligence in the first place. Suicidal lifeforms that emerged in the galaxy tended to exist for only brief, melodramatic periods of time.  
 
    “Can you give me a clue?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    The young woman held out her arms. 
 
    “I’ve given you all sorts of hints already,” she said. 
 
    The kitchen staff supervisor cleared her mind. She used a quick, meditative technique to this end that allowed her to banish intrusive thoughts, like what the weather was like, what she was going to eat for dinner, and what method the woman standing in front of her might choose to end her life. 
 
    There were potentially millions—billions—of individuals who might have a grudge against Lizo-Wang. But she was a mere government functionary. She possessed no fame, lofty position, or public identity. It would be terribly difficult for even a member of her own government to locate her and find out what her actual responsibilities were, even if Lizo-Wang provided all the relevant details. 
 
    “Are you Garm?” Lizo-Wang asked uncertainly. 
 
    “That is…actually quite amazing,” Garm replied. “I am, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “I had been searching for you for some time,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “I heard.” 
 
    “It seemed like I was always one step behind you. You must have been covering your trail well.” 
 
    “That wasn’t so much my doing. While I knew there were governmental…entities probing Quadrad activities, I wasn’t actually aware someone was searching for me personally. After all, finding one individual in the galaxy is not such a simple task.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Lizo-Wang conceded. 
 
    “And your own people helped cover my steps. Inadvertently,” Garm said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, at one point you destroyed the planet I had just left. So everyone who had spoken with me or dealt with me over the course of eight or so months was killed. I have to imagine that made following me more difficult,” Garm said. 
 
    “How did you manage to do that?” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it. Your people were behind it.” 
 
    “I don’t have people,” Lizo-Wang said. “I’m just lodging in this building. That office out there is responsible for painting over the cracks on flagpoles on Colmarian embassy buildings.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it was personally your people. It was the Colmarian Confederation Navy,” Garm clarified. 
 
    “Why did they destroy the planet you were on?” 
 
    “How would I know if you don’t?” Garm asked. 
 
    “I doubt anyone knows,” Lizo-Wang said quietly. 
 
    “But you did seem to track down a surprising number of my fellow Quadrad,” Garm continued. 
 
    “It wasn’t all that many. But you have a startling mix of competencies. Some of you are just…terrible at what you do. And some are beyond proficient,” Lizo-Wang said.  
 
    “I think you’ll find the same to be true with every species. If there is an alien race out there capable of producing nothing but talented superstars, I have to imagine they’d conquer the galaxy relatively quickly—and we’d be lucky to have them as overlords since they’d be great at it,” Garm said. 
 
    “That would be nice,” Lizo-Wang agreed. “How did you know you were being followed? Or that the Quadrad were being followed? Do you communicate with one another?” 
 
    “Not really. But it’s pretty easy to keep tabs on the Colmarian Confederation. The only difficult part is the size. But despite saying you don’t have people, you do. You’re part of the government and you can’t take a step, book a flight, or file an expense report without a million people filling out ten million forms,” Garm said. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Lizo-Wang replied dourly. 
 
    “That’s kind of what I’m here to speak to you about. You work in counter-intelligence, but it’s woefully easy to track everything you do. The only reason no one knows you, personally, is because they don’t care. But if you want to really operate covertly, you need to disentangle yourselves from the machinery of the Colmarian government,” Garm said. 
 
    “That’s far easier said than done,” Lizo-Wang replied. “I can’t even order iced tea without commandoes dropping in and arresting everyone.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang waited for commandoes to appear out of the carpet and apprehend Garm. But nothing happened. 
 
    “I took care of your iced tea problem,” Garm stated. 
 
    “How?” Lizo-Wang cried. 
 
    “This is what I’m saying: the Colmarian Confederation is just an enormous machine. It’s so big and clumsy it can grind up entire planets by mistake. I gave your tea task force to someone else.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It’s a little town on a frozen world that doesn’t drink tea or even speak Colmarian—at least with words. So, yes, billions and billions of credits will probably be wasted in the effort, but it will eventually spin itself out and be done,” Garm said. 
 
    “It will probably go on forever,” Lizo-Wang muttered. 
 
    “Then it will. But it won’t hurt anyone in the process. However, if I can do that, a simple country-girl Quadrad, imagine what the intelligence services of rival empires can manage. The reason you’re so—forgive me—ineffective, is because you’re relying on the government to protect the government. And, as you must be aware, this government isn’t very capable,” Garm said. 
 
    “And what are you suggesting? We get rid of government?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “No, it’s obvious. I’m suggesting you utilize the Quadrad as operatives,” Garm said. 
 
    Lizo-Wang was surprised. She had not anticipated this.  
 
    “But you all break the law. It’s what you do. ‘Enact change.’ But every single example of that I’ve seen has been illegal,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “So? That growing plant is illegal,” Garm said, pointing to a fern in the corner. “The liquid nitrogen defense system you have in your desk is illegal. The coffee mug in your right bottom drawer is illegal because it has minerals taken from an illegal mine using illegal workers that were processed illegally. We have so many laws in the Colmarian Confederation that literally everything is illegal. And I mean, literally. Me speaking to you with these words in this room on this planet, is probably illegal in a thousand different ways. As law enforcement, you have to choose what is actually worth prosecuting and protecting.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang knew what Garm said was true. An exaggeration, but truthful nonetheless. 
 
    “I’ve already spoken with my home world on this,” Garm continued. “We could modify our training to actually coincide with what your groups need in terms of intelligence and counter-intelligence operatives. This is a concept dear to my heart because I’ve always felt our instruction was backwards and insufficient.” 
 
    “No. It would never work,” Lizo-Wang replied, after thinking on it for a moment. 
 
    “Why not?” Garm asked. 
 
    “You’re forgetting a step. If we were to work with the Quadrad, or hire the Quadrad, or anything the Quadrad, you would become a part of the machinery. No matter how good you are or well trained, you will be blunted and rerouted in exactly the same way our government does anything. And then you’ll find yourself on iced tea task forces, doing iced tea security, for reasons you can’t possibly untangle,” Lizo-Wang explained. 
 
    “But we wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh? What magical powers do you have to resist bureaucracy and governmental waste? Because we’d love for you to teach us,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “It won’t happen to us because of our charter,” Garm said. 
 
    “What charter? Is that some Quadrad thing?” 
 
    “No. What has made our planet so backwards and unfit to deal with the modern galaxy can be what makes us valuable. As part of our charter in joining the Colmarian Confederation, we were allowed to restrict movement and interference by the rest of the empire. We are isolated. We will never be part of the government because we won’t let any of you set foot on our planet.” 
 
    “Huh, that’s right. You’re a Colmarian nation outside the Colmarian Confederation,” Lizo-Wang agreed. 
 
    “Exactly. And this isn’t laws. This isn’t one of the many, many Parliaments that no one can keep track of. This is our charter. This is our basis for being Colmarian. Everyone has access to the charter and it’s not up for debate or interpretation,” Garm said. 
 
    She was right. Damn near anything could be illegal in the Colmarian Confederation depending on which set of laws you were looking at and how you read them. But a charter was actually central. In nearly every case, a member nation’s charter was boilerplate. There was almost no wording at all. They were members of the Confederation. Done. But the Quadrad were one of the few planets, out of the 50,000 members, that had a custom charter.  
 
    And that charter restricted movement on and off the planet. The Quadrad could be free from Colmarian interference. Or at least as free as any member nation could possibly be. 
 
    It was a tantalizing thought.  
 
    “I’m sure there are competent people in the Colmarian government,” Garm said. “You’re obviously good at your job. But you’re stymied and blocked by this enormous government. The Quadrad can’t supply you with millions or even hundreds of thousands of operatives. But you don’t need that many. If we can give you a thousand, working outside the offices of flagpole crack repairs and toilet paper refurbishing, they could get a lot accomplished.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but from what I’ve seen of your people, patriotism doesn’t rank very high. ‘Agents of change’ seems to be a polite euphemism for greed and destruction,” Lizo-Wang said. 
 
    “Not at all. The Quadrad aren’t about destroying. Change is meant to help. We’re part of the Colmarian Confederation.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like you want to be.”  
 
    “Maybe not, but we certainly don’t wish to be conquered by any of the thousand foreign empires that could do so. Or have some sector-wide civil war engulf our planet. It’s in our best interest to have the Colmarian intelligence agencies be good at what they do. We certainly can’t protect our people without you,” Garm replied. 
 
    “But what’s really in it for you? I mean for the Quadrad?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “We would not only get a chance to update our training, we’d have ready job placements available. Of course, we’d also be able to continue doing what we always do. We’d simply have the opportunity to work for the government on the side,” Garm said. 
 
    “You want to be criminals working in the intelligence services?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Both of us are criminals. Right now. This very second. We’re all criminals,” Garm countered. 
 
    “But as you said, we choose what we prosecute. No one is interested in arresting me for my coffee mug. But you’re saying you want to keep running drug operations, selling weapons, and assassinating people, yet also be government employees?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang was surprised by that very clear response. 
 
    “You have to decide if it’s worth it. I’m not saying if a Quadrad is caught doing those things she should be let go or her crimes ignored or she get preferential treatment. If she’s caught, she’s not good at her job. But people have all sorts of hobbies and part-time occupations. Some of which are likely criminal in nature. Your own boss conducted a lot of bake sales as I understand it. But she neglected to say that some of those brownies were laced with narcotics. She isn’t funding a government department with flour and sugar alone. Besides, not every Quadrad is an assassin. You found that out well enough when you were chasing us. I’m certainly not an assassin,” Garm said. 
 
    “No, you just eradicate planets.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me, it was the Navy.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I’m just being petulant,” Lizo-Wang said. “It’s a lot to think about.” 
 
    “What’s to think? It doesn’t cost you anything. Do you want a planet of operatives or not? You get free access to a society that has done nothing for thousands of years except train its citizens to be intelligence experts. Do you care where they come from or if they’re also counterfeiting handbags on the side? The point is they’re successful, right?” Garm asked. 
 
    “But how successful are you, really?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “Okay, demonstration time,” Garm said. 
 
    Lizo-Wang sat back, expecting Garm to do some kind of martial gymnastics display. Garm walked around the desk, opened the bottom drawer, and took out the kitchen staff supervisor’s slightly illegal coffee mug. 
 
    Garm poured in some hot water from a small thermos bottle she had on her hip. And then, with great ceremony, she removed and began dunking in the water a small pouch. 
 
    “This is tea. I am making tea!” Garm yelled to the ceiling. “This is the best tea ever!” 
 
    Garm lifted the mug, blew on the water to cool it, and took a sip. 
 
    “Actually, this isn’t that good,” Garm muttered. “But I did that. It took a week of digging, but I managed that—with some help from my crew. I identified the problem. I oversaw the operation. Eliminating your tea task force was a Quadrad effort. I am offering these services to you, the Colmarian Confederation Department of Food, Edibles, Nourishment, Sustenance, Larder, Feed, and Radon.” 
 
    Lizo-Wang blinked. Garm was right. There was nothing to lose in the arrangement. 
 
    “Alright. We can give it a try. Do you think you could fix my expense reports?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere near those,” Garm said, holding up her hands. 
 
    “So I guess we’ll be in touch?” Lizo-Wang asked. 
 
    “No. You don’t call us. Or write us. Or send us ships or soldiers or supplies or anything. We contact you,” Garm said. “That’s our charter. Stay away from us. It’s the only way we’ll keep the governmental cancer from affecting our planet as well.” 
 
    “Alright, then.” Lizo-Wang stood up and held out her hand to the young woman. 
 
    Garm shook it, feeling the thin bones and thinner skin of the elderly woman who clearly had poor blood circulation. But Lizo-Wang’s eyes were bright and alert and hinted at a sharp intellect. She reminded Garm of her mentor on Quadrad, Gal-Modil.  
 
    Garm had already pitched this idea to Gal-Modil. They had met in person—still not trusting tele communications—while Garm was attempting to track down Lizo-Wang and divert her iced tea army. 
 
    Gal-Modil had been receptive to the idea of working for the Colmarian intelligence agencies. If nothing else, it could be an option that Quadrad could pursue or reject according to their own interests. Gal-Modil had also approved Garm’s previous suggestions about Quadrad operating within distinct regions so that they didn’t inadvertently work against each other. 
 
    After centuries of stagnation, there was a great deal of change coming to the Quadrad. But as harbingers of change, they should welcome it. 
 
    “We’re not so different, you and I,” Garm said, after scrutinizing the kitchen staff supervisor for some moments. 
 
    “I suspect we’re pretty damn different, actually. But there’s nothing wrong with that,” Lizo-Wang replied. “This is going to work out quite well. I have a good feeling about it.” 
 
    “I would like to submit my first official report to the Colmarian Confederation by stating that I share that good feeling,” Garm said, smiling. 
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