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    Searching streamers of light rip through the darkness, and the sky erupts as the front line of the mighty Traxan fleet is showered with white fire. The return volley is even more devastating, reducing hundreds of Zorman warships to space dust. The debris scatters in all directions, a few fragments even pelting the armored hull of a small cargo ship anchored on the outskirts of the war, from inside which Spez Hockik and Tobi O’Hare watch the systematic destruction of two ancient empires. 
 
    Spez crushes an empty can of Ol’ Guard, shoves it into a hatch on the ceiling, and presses open the airlock to send it drifting into space. 
 
    “Yuh ever seen a thing like that?” Tobi asks from the passenger seat, his eyestalks stretched toward the commotion outside. 
 
    “Oh sure, ther’s been wars that stretch’t on fer hunerts a years, ‘cross multiple galaxies,” Spez sneers. “Chit, Ponce Ra-leigh hisself fought in bigger wars ‘an this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that must a been…” Tobi squints, calculating with his spindly fingers, “somethin’ like five hunert years ago. Been a long time since ther was a war this big.” His eyes grow wide, and he presses them against the window. 
 
    “Well…” Spez adjusts his hat, a grease-stained mesh baseball cap with the word ‘SPEZ’ crudely stitched over the brim. “Yuh may be right. I guess this is the biggest war I ever seen with my own eyes.” 
 
    Silence washes over the two travelers in an unusual display of reverence for change and time as a barrage of fire streaks the sky. 
 
    Spez jerks in surprise when a loud DING rings out from the back of the ship. He jumps out of his seat and retrieves a bursting brown paper bag from the microwave. Steam pours out as he rips the bag open and dumps the contents into a large bowl. 
 
    “Now it’s a show,” Tobi exclaims, scooping out a handful of popcorn. 
 
    Spez cracks open another can of Ol’ Guard, swigs it and produces a wet belch, “BUUAAA.” 
 
    “I wonter what ther fightin’ over, yuh know?” Tobi remarks. 
 
    “Phh, who knows?” Spez says. “One’s probly mad at the other fer somethin’ that happen’t afer any a them was born. All the empires is the same. They got errythin’ and it’s not enough. Win they run out a things tuh fight ‘bout, they fine’t somethin’ else.” He glances at Tobi, scowls, and snatches the bowl. “Hey, quit hoggin’ all the corn!” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s gotta be ‘bout somethin’,” Tobi says. 
 
    “Trust me, it ain’t ‘bout nothin’,” Spez assures him. 
 
    “Yuh know,” Tobi says, “it’s been a long time since I hat popcorn.” His eyes glaze over. “I was jist a little kit visitin’ with my olt grantma and pa. Grantma tolt me a crazy story once, ‘bout a travelin’ carnival that lant’it outsite town, in a ship shape’t like a giant circus tent, with big blood-drinking clowns and man-eating popcorn – guess they brought the stuff from the other site a the universe…” 
 
    “Come on, Tob,” Spez pleads, recognizing the words as the opening to another long-winded trip down memory lane. “Give it a rest, will yuh?” 
 
    “Wher’it yuh git it, anyway?” Tobi asks, reaching for the bowl. 
 
    “Fert got a shipment last week,” Spez says. “Cost me a whole day’s work. But it was worth it.” Fragments of yellow kernels stick in his beard as he chomps through another handful. 
 
    He suddenly drops the bowl, spilling its contents across the grated floor, as an enormous wave of light reaches toward their ship. 
 
    “Whoa!” Tobi shouts, hanging onto the rafters. 
 
    “Woo-hoo!” Spez gleefully howls. 
 
    The cargo ship rattles and quakes, and lights lining the dashboard blink out and back on.  
 
    “I THINK WER TOO CLOSE,” Tobi yells over the rattling. 
 
    “NAW,” Spez grins. “THIS IS WER ALL THE ACTION IS.” 
 
    Soon the ship settles, and Spez and Tobi slump back down into their seats. 
 
    “Aww man, yuh drop’t the popcorn,” Tobi complains. 
 
    “Not a problem.” Spez flicks a switch over his head, and the kernels begin to float up off the floor. “This is how I use tuh eat it win I was a kit.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s perty fun, I guess.” Tobi plucks one of the kernels out of the air and pops it into his mouth. “Even if it was on the floor.” 
 
    A light blinks on the dash, and Spez glances into his rearview at the drab gray hull of a Traxan warship. 
 
    “Oh, now what the chit is this?” He flicks a switch on the console to open the public communication channel, and an image of a thin, uniformed humanoid with translucent skin materializes on the window. 
 
    “BAAAMP,” a loud honk blares from the speakers. “You are imeding the progress of an imperial vessel. I demand that you move your… tub immediately,” the officer orders in a dry monotone. 
 
    “Listen man, I don’t know what yer problem is, but y’all kin go ‘rount,” Spez tells him. “We was here first.” 
 
    “I will remind you that you are speaking to an officer of the Traxan army. What are you hauling, anyway?” 
 
    “Heavy metal,” Spez says. “What the fish is it tuh you?” 
 
    “We are on course to join the biggest war in the last century,” the officer says. “Much more is at stake than you could ever wrap your backspace minds around. We will not compromise our route for a couple of gawking yokels. You will move, or we will force you to move.” 
 
    “Yeah, good luck with that,” Spez says. 
 
    “Maybe we shit move,” Tobi whispers. “He sounts serious.” 
 
    Spez waves a hand through the air. “Ther way too close tuh shoot. We‘it take out half ther ship with us. They’ll go ‘rount.” 
 
    As if on cue, the Traxan ship turns and glides past. It looses a thundering bellow over the public channel, and as the barge passes them, a worker repairing something on the outer hull sticks his thumb out in an obscene gesture. 
 
    “All these guys is the same,” Spez says. “One thing goes off-plan and they lose ther cool. Yup, I tell yuh, if one a them armies hat ol’ Spez leatin’ ‘em, the other site’it never stant a chance. I’it outsmart ‘em.” He taps a finger against his rubbery scalp. 
 
    “Yeah?” Tobi asks. “How wit yuh do that?” 
 
    “Well…” Spez rubs a hand through his beard, causing little bits of popcorn to escape into the air. “Never mine’t how, I’it jist do it, that’s all!” 
 
    Outside, ships begin exploding in quick succession as the conflict reaches a head – the grand finale in an epic intergalactic fireworks display. 
 
    Spez leans back and grabs his beer to settle in for the fight’s conclusion when the dash light starts blinking. “Chit, man.” He throws his hands in the air. Kin a guy git a break? It’s my boss. Jist lit me do the talkin’.” He flicks a switch on the console, and a scowling, bulbous man with graying hair appears on the window. “Hey ther Mr. Steel, how’s it goin’ sir?” 
 
    “It’s going lousy, Spez,” Mr. Steel says, chomping down on the end of a long cigar. “Would you happen to have any idea why that might be?” He exhales a billow of dark smoke that momentarily fills the screen. 
 
    “Cholesterol’s up?” Spez grins. 
 
    “No, Spez,” Mr Steel says. “It’s because for some reason you refuse to deliver a shipment on time, ever!” 
 
    “It’s not are fault.” Spez nervously straightens and glances at Tobi. 
 
    Mr. Steel jabs a meaty finger toward the passenger seat. “Who the fish is that, anyway?”  
 
    “Oh, that’s jist Tobi,” Spez says. “I brought him ‘long tuh help me unloat.” He winces. “My back’s been actin’ up.” 
 
    “I don’t care what’s acting up, Spez,” Mr. Steel says. “If that shipment is late, you can be late for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Hey, I din’t know ther’it be a war goin’ on!” 
 
    Mr. Steel inhales deeply, blows a thick cloud of smoke into the screen, and cuts off the feed. 
 
    “Sorry ‘bout that,” Spez tells a pale green Tobi. “I guess we bitter git goin’. We seen the best part anyways.” 
 
    Outside, the dueling lights have dwindled to just a few hundred fighters battling to the bitter end. 
 
    Swatting popcorn away from his face, Spez starts his ship’s engine and, looking to his campanion, remarks, “Mmm, that purr…” 
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    Light flickers inside a patchwork heap of grimy metal that bears a vague resemblance to a spacecraft – a gray smudge marring an otherwise unoccupied, out-of-the-way plot of space, where the Ears and debt collectors are unlikely to pass through. The innocuous barge drifts aimlessly, the all-encompassing vacuum muffling the terrified screams and violin scare-chords within. 
 
    A phosphorescent glow pulses through the cabin and voices shriek as a trembling man desperately pleads for his sanity over a violent storm. In spite of the cacophony, one sound manages to distinguish itself – the irregular, guttural snores emanating from a faded brown couch set against the back wall of the small metal room. 
 
    Sprawled out in his boxer shorts in front of a coffee table covered in cigarette butts and beer cans, a gangly malnourished human with wild natty hair peacefully slumbers, awash in the comforting glow of the old television set he found on his first big scrap. It’s been on for weeks, ever since he decided simulated human interaction was better than none at all.  
 
    As Adam snoozes, a loud bzzz adds itself to the horrific symphony. 
 
    “There’s a man on the wing of this plane!” the TV wails. 
 
    Adam shifts and leans on the remote, causing the TV to shut off. “What?” He wakes enough to question the sudden alteration in his surroundings and sticks his hand out in the dark to brace himself. But it doesn’t find a hold, and he tumbles off the couch, knocking over the table and causing a sudden crash of cans and other invisible trash. 
 
    “Bzz, bzz, bzz,” echoes through the ship. 
 
    “Fish and chit!” Adam yells as he struggles to lift himself off the floor. He stumbles across the room, feeling along the wall until he finds the light switch. 
 
    “Bzzz, bzzz, bzzzzz…” 
 
    “Chit man,” Adam grumbles to himself. “What the fish is it?” he yells. 
 
    He stomps to the door and yanks open the porthole cover. Two grinning men, one short, one tall, with neatly combed hair and matching spacesuits, stare in at him.  
 
    Adam hesitantly smiles back and switches on the intercom. “Yeah, what can I do for you fellas?” 
 
    “Hello, are you Mr. Adam Jones, owner of the vehicle registered to license plate…” the short one glances down at a clipboard in his hand, “A-J-9-0-0-0?” 
 
    “That might be me,” Adam says. “Who’s asking?” 
 
    “Mr. Jones, we’re from the Interstellar Collections Agency…” the tall one says. 
 
    “Chit man,” Adam moans. “How the fish did they find me out here?” 
 
    “We’re here to speak with you about an outstanding debt on your vehicle,” the tall one says. “If you would permit us to board, we can discuss the matter further.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Adam mumbles. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    He slams the porthole cover shut and makes a quick search of the room. When he spots his hefty keyring on the ground near the table, he snatches it and slumps into the driver’s seat. He rubs his eye as he shoves one of the keys into a slot on the dashboard and starts the engine. As the heap hums to life, the buzzing frantically resumes – bzzzz, bzzzz, bzzzz. 
 
    “Sorry guys…” Adam presses the accelerator and, as his ship lurches forward, he glances in his rearview at the two agents tumbling backward against their beige van, staring after him in disbelief. 
 
    Once he’s confident he’s lost the two chitheads, he parks and walks back to the living room, where he pulls on a dingy t-shirt and grabs the remote. The TV blares back to life, and he slumps onto the couch, sinking deep into its cushions.  
 
    Reaching across the table, he grabs a crumpled pouch and a slip of paper and rolls a crude cigarette, flecks of cronian tobacco spilling out onto his chest. He bites down on the end of the crooked cylinder, lights it, inhales, and dazedly stares at the screen. 
 
    As he’s nodding off, he notices a red light blinking in the cockpit. He tries to ignore it, but it keeps drawing his attention, just visible out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Phhh…” he exhales, lifting himself off the couch and dragging his feet to the console. He taps the window and a grinning homo sapien with inscrutably average features and a slick salesman haircut appears. 
 
    “You ignoring my calls?” Ferd asks. “I know you’re home. You always are.” 
 
    “Nah,” Adam says. “Just digging my potato. A couple ICA goons managed to track me down out in some empty numbered sector.” 
 
    “Those fishers, you can’t shake ‘em,” Ferd says. “But I’m calling with good news. If you’re sitting on any palladium or sitcoms, the market is hot right now. I don’t know how long it’s going to last.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’m sure I’ve got something,” Adam says. 
 
    “If you’re coming,” Ferd says, “I suggest you get out here before the rush.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Adam ends the call and rubs his hands together. “Looks like it’s my lucky day.” 
 
    Carefully stepping over piles of clothes and empty ration trays, he skitters back to his ship’s tiny bathroom and switches on the lights. The fluorescent glow accentuates the dark bags under his eyes, and his face appears even paler than the last time he looked. 
 
    “Not bad,” he tells his reflection. 
 
    When he’s finished using the space toilet, he scoops the empty beer cans and other trash littering the floor into a black plastic bag, loads it into the airlock, and watches it drift away from his ship. 
 
    Slumping into the captain’s seat, he reaches into a small fridge under the dash and grabs a frosty can of Ol’ Guard. He cracks the tab, takes a swig, and selects Ferd’s from a list of pre-set destinations on the window. 
 
    “Standby for action!” he announces to no one as he sets sail for the biggest pawn shop in the galaxy. 
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    Vice Admiral Zok wrings his hands behind his back, mentally rehearsing the best ways of delivering disappointing news as he passes through the long corridor leading to the admiral’s office. The clomping of his leather boots on the tile floor echoes through the bright, antiseptic tunnel, intruding on the pervasive quiet of the administrative wing of the station. 
 
    When he arrives at the admiral’s door, he hesitates. 
 
    “Is someone out there?” a deep voice growls from within. 
 
    “It’s…” the vice admiral clears his throat, “Zok, sir.” 
 
    “Well, why are you standing out there? Come in already,” the admiral commands. 
 
    Zok fumbles open the door and clacks across the room. Admiral Glipp, a big man with skin the color and strength of granite and a literal square jaw scribbles something onto a tablet as Zok awkwardly stands at attention. 
 
    “What is it, Zok?” the admiral asks, without lifting his mountainous head. 
 
    “Admiral Glipp, I am…” Zok searches for the most delicate words. 
 
    “Out with it, Zok,” the admiral grumbles. 
 
    “The Traxans and Zormans have been wiped out,” Zok blurts. “There was an altercation. It was out of our hands, and now so is the element.” 
 
    Admiral Glipp stops writing and sets down his stylus. He looks up at Zok, intertwines his stone fingers, and sighs gratingly. “What the fish is wrong with these people, Zok?” 
 
    “I don’t, uh…” 
 
    The admiral turns his head to peer past the room’s bare walls and out its sprawling window at the star-speckled space surrounding them. “Is the universe purposely defying our will? I can’t begin to fathom… What could have caused this? Traxis and Zorma were both set to come out of this as good as any of us. All they had to do was get here without blowing themselves up. For fish’s sake, what more did they want?” 
 
    “I think that is just it, sir,” Zok says. “They wanted more.” 
 
    “Ha,” Admiral Glipp laughs, humorlessly. “What happened, anyway?” 
 
    “No one is sure, exactly,” Zok says. “But based on a preliminary investigation, it seems that there arose a small disagreement. The Zormans apparently stumbled upon the element out on one of their dump planets, of all places, during an unusually intense junk storm. When the Traxans found out, they decided, citing centuries of rotten luck and the fact that the dump planet happens to be located in a historically disputed sector, that they should be the ones to deliver it. The argument escalated to blows.” Zok shrugs. “Both of their armies have been reduced to scrap.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something,” Admiral Glipp says. “What of the element?” 
 
    “We’re optimistic,” Zok says. “It has survived bigger wars than this. Although…” He glances down at his hands and rubs his fingers together. “I’ve been wondering, is it so important that the element be recovered? Can it really be worth all of this? Worlds are being torn apart. This pursuit has now cost us more over the past year than all other objectives combined.” 
 
    “Zok…” Admiral Glipp’s cold, dry stare tells the vice admiral he overstepped. “Let me ask you a question. Do you know what the element does? Do you have any idea what it’s capable of, or what will happen if it falls into the wrong hands?” 
 
    Zok ponders the question for a moment. “No, I guess I don’t.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” the admiral says. “We don’t know if this thing will blow up the economy, the universe, or what. It could have the power to kill millions, billions, possibly trillions of people. We just don’t know. We have no idea what kind of nightmare some psychopath might rain down on all of us good, honest folk. It is our sworn duty to keep such a thing from happening.” 
 
    “You are absolutely right, sir,” Zok says. 
 
    “That’s why we need to be exceedingly careful. This thing is bigger than all of us.” 
 
    Zok nods, meekly. “I apologize for questioning your judgment.” 
 
    “Apology accepted. I just hope we can reach the element before anyone else does. What are our chances?” 
 
    “Tensions escalated in an empty sector along a popular trade route not far from here. If we are quick, we should be there before lunch.” 
 
    “Good, good.” Admiral Glipp nods, his stone joints grinding as he shifts in his chair. 
 
    “I’ve already put together a team. They are prepared to depart as soon as I give the order.” 
 
    “No. I want you to take care of it personally. We need someone out there who can be trusted to get this thing wrapped up. Although it is of the utmost importance, you were right – this mission is draining our resources. We need to get on the other side of it as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Zok says. “It should prove to be a relatively simple matter, assuming all goes smoothly.” 
 
    “It had better. I am holding you, Zok, personally responsible for delivering an uneventful resolution. The success of this mission means your success and vice versa. The two are now intertwined like a fine mesh, each dependant on the other for survival.” 
 
    “Uh, yes sir.” 
 
    “What I’m telling you is, don’t fish up,” the admiral growls. 
 
    Zok tugs on his collar and nods, haltingly. “I have just one more question, sir. In the event that it proves necessary, what level of force am I permitted to use?” 
 
    Without hesitation, Admiral Glipp answers, “Total. Do whatever it takes. Try to keep casualties to a minimum, if possible. Use your best judgment.” 
 
    “I will not let you down, sir.” Zok feels a pang of pride and stiffly salutes the admiral. 
 
    “I sincerely hope not. Will there be anything else, Vice Admiral?” 
 
    “No sir,” Zok says. “I have the situation under control.” 
 
    The admiral lifts his stylus and shifts his attention back to the papers on his desk. “Good, now get the fish out of my office.” 
 
    As Zok marches across the base and into the hangar, he forces his nerves down into the pit of his stomach. Though a routine mission, he can’t seem to shake his apprehension. 
 
    A thin, invisible force field serves as the back wall of the hangar, shielding the cavernous room from the vacuum outside. On the inside sits a row of fighters, fueled and waiting to depart, their captains smoking and otherwise mulling about. One of them tosses a cigarette through the force field, and it drifts out into space. 
 
    “Attention!” Zok commands, and his team promptly assembles. “You are about to embark on a highly classified and highly important mission. Due to its… secretive nature, I will be leading you myself. While I don’t anticipate any complications, you should be prepared for anything and everything. The fate of the universe rests with us. Now let’s,” he pauses, searching for a fitting declaration, “get out of here.” 
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    Adam can already make out the unmistakable glint of ships swarming Ferd’s in the distance. What was once a tiny shack on a deserted moon orbiting a dead planet, with some goofy name Adam can no longer remember, has transformed into the biggest trading post in this or any neighboring galaxy. While he enjoys certain perks afforded only to those who are close, personal friends with the owner of such an establishment, he simultaneously curses the increased traffic. 
 
    As he makes his approach, he pulls to the end of a long line posted outside a security checkpoint and stares off into the vast, mesmerizing nothingness. After a long while, a light on his dash blinks, and a frowning security officer appears on his ship’s window. 
 
    “Name and license,” the officer says. 
 
    “Adam Jones, A-J-9-0-0-0,” Adam says. 
 
    “All right, tap the screen to authorize a charge to your account of ten USC, or .0000000000000000000000000000023 buttcoin,” the officer instructs. 
 
    “Buttcoin?” Adam says. 
 
    “The name was changed by consensus.” 
 
    “No, no…” Adam waves his hands at the screen. “That’s not right. I get free parking.” 
 
    The officer, visibly losing his patience, turns and fiddles with something off-screen. “All right, I see it now. Adam Jones. Go on in. You should be able to find a space in lot seven.” 
 
    Adam maneuvers through the airlock chamber, throws his signal on, and carefully nudges into traffic. Lot seven, he quickly discovers, is at the far, far back end of the dome.  
 
    On his way there, he spots a fake-wood-paneled junker with its lights on, and he pulls around to wait for it to take off. The junker idles, and idles, finally lifts a few feet off the ground, and then lowers back down. 
 
    Adam angrily snatches his handset, switches to his ship’s loudspeaker and shouts, “Just pull out! What the fish are you waiting for?” 
 
    The driver of the junker, a round hairy human in a dirty tank top, leans out the window and shouts, “I’m tryin’ to park, you fishin’ ackle. Fish off!” 
 
    Adam sticks his thumb out the window, profanely, and moves on. He finally finds a space toward the outer edges of the lot and squeezes his ship in between an old rotted junker that looks like it’s been there since the place opened and a glowing green Chevy Malibu. 
 
    The sprawling warehouse is a vague light in the distance as he deboards and begins the long march across the parking lot. His muscles start to feel sore after only a few steps – a result of his low-gravity lifestyle. The lot outside Ferd’s is packed with custom ships, and he pauses occasionally to admire some of the more unusual ones: a dragonfly with a segmented abdomen and big compound eyes for windows, an old-style metallic invasion saucer, a giant baked potato topped with sour cream and chives. 
 
    The foot traffic increases as he nears the entrance to the sprawling complex, and he’s forced to duck and dodge through a sea of sweaty alien bodies. When he whips the door open, a billow of hot, thick air nearly knocks him out. The warehouse is a concrete box, built for utility and packed with grungy scrappers lugging boxes and waiting in long lines to hawk their scrap to dispassionate dealers stationed behind tall caged windows. Everywhere, customers and employees are shouting and threatening; they all walk away unsatisfied, as is the nature of the trade. 
 
    Amidst the chaos, Adam spots his bleary-eyed friend waving to him, and he inadvertently cuts to the front of a long line. 
 
    “Hey, why’s he get to go ahead?” rasps a thin woman with furry antlers and skin like tree bark. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not cool, man,” a tri-clops with long dreadlocks complains. 
 
    “I can wait,” Adam says, as he approaches the cage. 
 
    “Nah, forget about it,” Ferd says, running a hand through his notted brown hair. “These guys are always in here giving me chit.” 
 
    No one from the line argues. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for calling,” Adam says, grabbing Ferd’s hand underneath the cage. 
 
    “You know I’m always happy to help out a friend.” Ferd grins. “I haven’t seen you for weeks. What’ve you been doing with yourself?” 
 
    “I’ve been out there scrapping in the usual spots.” Adam shrugs. “But it’s dry, man.” 
 
    “You look like you need a break, and maybe a few crits. Let’s see if ol’ Ferd can’t steer you right. What did you bring me?” He anxiously plucks at the air with his fingers. 
 
    “It was a good thing you called when you did…” Adam pauses to empty his pockets, and he performs a frantic pat-down. “Rat farts! It’s back at the ship.” His body slumps at the thought of walking back across the parking lot. “I even left it on the passenger seat so I wouldn’t forget.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ferd says. “I’ll send someone out for it. Hand me your keys. What lot are you in?” 
 
    Adam tosses his heavy keyring onto the counter. “Seven.” 
 
    “Seven?” Ferd laughs. “The guard must like you. What does your ship look like again?” 
 
    “It’s a patchwork, gray, with the words ‘Asteroid Jones II’ painted across the side.” 
 
    Ferd gives Adam a smirk and, snatching a pen from behind his ear, jots down the information and hands the paper to a dispassionate young employee. 
 
    “Move it, you’re holding up the line,” a voice growls, and Adam is shoved aside by a hefty pink humanoid with a runny snout and wide, flat ears. 
 
    “Let me handle this,” Ferd says. 
 
    As Ferd and the scrapper argue, Adam peers around the room at the other clientele, a bunch of angry, depressed aliens from around the galaxy and beyond. They wait in line half the day to trade in their hard-earned scrap for a couple of lousy crits – just enough to make it back tomorrow. 
 
    “Poor suckers,” Adam whispers under his breath. 
 
    The pink guy finishes his business and grunts ferociously as he pushes past Adam and stomps across the lobby. Ferd shakes his head, and finds someone to take his place at the window. He leads Adam behind the counter and into the warehouse, and they snake their way through a giant maze of shelving units packed with scrap and out the back door, where the Asteroid Jones II is already waiting. 
 
    Adam digs in his pocket, pulls out two misshapen cigarettes, and lights one for each of them. 
 
    Ferd nods at the ship. “There she is.”  
 
    Adam draws deep on his cigarette and blows out a puff of purple smoke. “She does look good in the starlight.” 
 
    A man with a dark red complexion, whose name Adam recalls as being something like Kervin, approaches and shoves a digital clipboard at Adam’s chest. “That’s for everything on the seat.” Three black horns jutting from his forehead seem to twist as he impatiently pushes up on the nosepiece of his thick-rimmed black glasses. 
 
    “Fifty credits?” Adam moans. “I thought the market was up!” 
 
    “It is,” Ferd says. “But you have to bring me something. Give me that thing.” He snatches the tablet. “Look at this – some trashed comics, a couple of old console parts I might be able to salvage, and a Benny Hill episode I already have. Granted, the PQ on the one you brought in is better, and that’s the reason the offer is as high as it is.” 
 
    “I could have sworn there was more.” Adam laughs and takes another drag. “I guess I was just being optimistic.” He presses his thumb to the screen, and the horned man turns and races away. 
 
    “Forget about it,” Ferd says. “I might have something else for you.” He tosses his cigarette on the ground and stamps it out. “One of my regulars came in this morning with news that Traxis and Zorma just scrapped each other. I guess they had an argument and it got overblown – pun intended, and rehearsed.” He grins and waits for Adam to force out a feeble laugh. “The guy says he witnessed it happen. He’s not somebody I’d normally be inclined to believe, but if it’s true it means there’s a gold mine out there – whole sectors of the most valuable scrap this side of the universe. If you’re interested, I’ll give you the coordinates, you grab what you can, and we’ll split the profit down the middle.” 
 
    Adam glares at Ferd, skeptically. “Don’t mess with me, man. You’re talking about a dream-scrap, a once in a lifetime kind of thing. If it’s legit, why are you telling me about it? Why not send your own guys out there and keep it all for yourself?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m just looking out for a friend.” Ferd shrugs. “Besides, all I’ve got are huge bulk transporters. I’m not the only one who knows about this, and you can bet more scrappers are finding out every space minute. Your ship’s not big, but it’s fast. If you hurry, you might be able to beat the mob.” 
 
    “We’re talking a lot of scrap,” Adam says. “It’s going to take me a long time to sort through it by myself.” 
 
    “I’m a little bit ahead of you.” Ferd motions toward the underside of Adam’s ship. “I figured you’d go along, so I had Kelvin install something sort of experimental. You’ll be the first person in the universe to test out Ferd’s Patented Space Net, patent-pending. I got the idea from ‘The Old Man and the Lisa.’ You’ll have to be careful to keep it from getting caught on the big stuff, but I’m sure a seasoned scrapper like yourself won’t have any trouble. There’s only one control – let it out and reel it back in. If you get there early enough there should be more of the good stuff than you’ll know what to do with. Sort out the best and toss the rest. I had Kelvin charge your fuel cells, on the house, and put the coordinates in your address book, so you shouldn’t have any trouble finding the place.” 
 
    “Hmph, well all right then.” Adam tosses his cigarette on the ground and starts walking toward his ship. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Ferd says. “You don’t have any questions?” 
 
    “Oh…” Adam stops to think for a moment, glancing out at the static stars. “Yeah, you got Leprechaun?” 
 
    A few minutes later, the Asteroid Jones II lifts off, and Adam cheerfully juts his thumb out the window as gory, rhyming appeals for gold echo through the parking lot. 
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    “BARUUU,” Beer trumpets over the team’s private chat as his miniature warship, a heavily armored multi-level tank, plows through a thick layer of scrap and leaves the polluted atmosphere of his home planet. 
 
    The occupants of the chat are listed in the corner of his ship’s window: 
 
      
 
    BeerCheese69 
 
    princessfluffypants 
 
    theonetrueking 
 
    Tim_Horton 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I can’t find you guys,” Beer complains from his glowing cockpit. 
 
    “We’re over the pole,” Pants says, her bright pink pigtails bobbing as she smiles and waves through her video feed. 
 
    “Hey Beer,” theonetrueking, greets him. “Mom said to make sure you packed extra underwear.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay thanks,” Beer says, shrinking his brother’s feed with an agitated swipe. 
 
    As his warship nears the planet’s pole, three motionless obstructions appear, deformed silhouettes hovering above the horizon. 
 
    “The team’s all here!” Pants gleefully announces from her pink kitten, with its sprawled limbs and cartoon face wide-eyed and grinning. 
 
    “Yeah!” Beer enthusiastically concurs. “And I’ve got big news.” 
 
    “Oooh, this is so exciting,” Pants squeals. “We’re finally going on a mission, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah, a mission to find Beer some underwear,” theonetrueking cracks. 
 
    “Chut up, One,” Beer says. 
 
    “It’s not One, it’s The One.” 
 
    “Fine, chut up, The One,” Beer amends. “Are you there, Horton?” 
 
    “I’m here.” A blank square resides where Horton’s video feed would be if he ever used one. Even at this distance Beer can just barely make out his friend’s thin boomerang against the black sky. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we’re all here,” The One says. “I for one vote we get some food.” 
 
    “You just ate,” Beer complains. “This is supposed to be a meeting.” 
 
    “Hey, we can eat at a meeting,” The One says. “Where does it say we can’t? Is it in the Garbage Gang charter?” 
 
    “We’re not called the Garbage Gang,” Beer says. 
 
    “I think we should be called Pants Team Pink,” Pants declares. 
 
    “Ughh,” Horton moans. 
 
    “I was thinking something more like the Loot Lurkers,” Beer says. 
 
    “I like that!” Pants cries. 
 
    “Pllppp,” The One blows a raspberry. “How about the Ack Kickers?” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Beer says. 
 
    “You can kiss my ack.” The One turns his wide rear toward the camera and smacks it. 
 
    “Are we actually going to do something today?” Horton asks. 
 
    “Yeah, school’s about to start,” Pants says. “We have to do something amazing before we go back. And I just want to add that Ferd’s is the best place to pawn, sell, or trade. There isn’t another shop on this side of the universe that compares with Ferd’s selection and payouts. If you can take anyone’s word, it’s Ferd!” 
 
    “What the fish was that?” Horton shouts. 
 
    “It was an ad,” Pants says, dryly, “for my fans, not you guys.” 
 
    “Your fans have been listening to all of this?” Heavy breathing muffles the chat as Horton begins to hyperventilate. 
 
    “Well yeah, and watching,” Pants says. “No one wants to watch a show that’s censored all the time.” She scrunches her nose and sticks her tongue out at the camera. 
 
    “Fishin’ chit!” Horton’s voice shifts into hysterics. “Cut our feeds when we’re talking about important stuff.” 
 
    “Okay, sor-ry,” Pants says. “I sent my fans to commercial. So what’s so important?” She rolls her eyes. 
 
    “Beer’s supposedly gonna let us know, someday,” The One says. 
 
    Beer sighs. “What I’ve been trying to tell you is that I was checking out the scrap forums earlier…” 
 
    The One leans in and nods. “Oh wow, very interesting…” 
 
    “And I read that a war broke out between Traxis and Zorma.” Beer pauses for dramatic effect. “It was crazy. They were blowing each other up all morning, I guess. Both of their armies got completely destroyed. All that’s left is a bunch of scrap.” 
 
    “I guess that’s kind of brule,” The One says. “But consider this – who cares?” 
 
    Beer throws his hands up in frustration. “You should, you ackle, if you remembered that the Traxans had the element.”  
 
    The One confusedly scratches his head and frowns. “What element?” 
 
    “Is this guy serious?” Beer asks. “The element, the reason we started the Loot Lurkers in the first place. This is the adventure we’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “Ack Kickers,” The One corrects him. “And none of this sounds familiar.” 
 
    Beer glances out the window at his brother’s giant steamed ham ship – an animal-meat patty, topped with green cheese, lettuce, tomato, onion, and the most recent addition, pickle, stuffed between a sesame seed bun – and imagines taking big, angry bites out of it. 
 
    The One shifts in his seat and scratches his bulging stomach. “Anyway how do we even know the Traxans had the thing with them? Don’t they have a planet somewhere? And even if it is out there, how in space hell are we ever going to find it?” 
 
    “The Traxans and Zormans were on their way to United Empires headquarters under the guise of an annual peacekeeping meeting,” Horton interjects, “though no such meeting has taken place in years. According to an unnamed source from high in the Traxan ranks, the meeting was a front for the transfer of a mysterious object. We don’t know for certain it was the element, but I can’t think of anything else in the universe that’s valuable enough to warrant total war between two allied empires.” 
 
    “What’s the worst that can happen?” Beer says. “We waste a day? That’s what we usually do anyway.” 
 
    “I say we go for it,” Pants chimes. “You hear that, you guys? We’re going on a treasure hunt. This is going to be an incredible adventure!” 
 
    “I already have the coordinates,” Horton says. “I’m sending them to the rest of you now.” 
 
    “Okay, fi-ine…” The One relents. 
 
    Beer pulls ahead and anxiously waits for his friends’ ships to fall in line as they prepare for takeoff. 
 
    “All set,” Horton says. 
 
    “Wheee,” Pants squeals. “The adventure is about to begin, you guys – brought to you by Ferd’s.” 
 
    “Let’s go already,” The One says. “But we gotta stop for a ham or something on the way. All this talk of adventure is making me hungry.” 
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    A field of debris – charred sheets of metal, high-end electronics, used ration trays, and everything else one would expect to find on a high-ranking military ship from an uber-wealthy empire – stretches over a vast expanse of open, unregulated space. The lifeless detritus, ranging in size from pea to half-warship, drifts undisturbed, save for a lone heap of gray metal skating along its edge. 
 
    The Asteroid Jones II automatically navigates the rubble ocean with Ferd’s Patented Space Net trailing close behind, collecting everything in its path. Inside the ship’s cargo hold, Adam sifts over a mountain of stuff as gears grind and wind howls from the TV. On the screen, an ancient human with a frizzy afro struggles to raise his monster-child in a bleak industrial wasteland, back when the universe was displayed in black and white. 
 
    One side of the wide metal room is piled high with damaged but salvageable electronics, military hardware, and miscellaneous scrap, while the other end is stacked solely with heavy sheets of scrap metal, enough in itself to eclipse Adam’s next best dozen hauls combined. 
 
    He tosses a big hunk of jagged siding onto the stack and jumps down from what has become the discard pile – anything and everything not worth its hauling weight. Wiping a grease-caked hand across his sweaty forehead, he steps into the next room and slams the door behind him.  
 
    With a few thirsty gulps, he finishes off a can of Ol’ Guard he left on top of the control board and belches, “BUAAA.” He presses a red button on the wall and watches the pile of rubble in the center of the next room tumble in on itself and spill back out into space. While the Ferd Net reels back in, objects in the keeper piles float up off the floor and then tumble back down when the hatch shuts and gravity is restored. 
 
    The net spills its catch, and Adam steps back into the bay for a cursory inspection. He lifts up a big hunk of metal, heaves it onto the stack and, as if on autopilot, starts sorting. The possibility of discovery energizes him – in every piece of scrap, he sees an invisible history, not only of the object itself, but of some much bigger story. 
 
    As he wrenches part of a command console free from the wreckage, he spots a peculiar item wedged underneath. He digs the object out and juggles it between his hands – a black cube. But more than black, the light around it bends, and he has a hard time even discerning its edges. 
 
    “Hmph,” he grunts and tosses the cube onto the pile. 
 
    By the time he’s finished sorting, he’s made his way through another case of Ol’ Guard, along with the first four, and only tolerable as far as he’s concerned, Hellraiser installments. As he prepares to pack it in, the cargo and living rooms filled to capacity, a thin length of rubber catches his eye. It curls out from the rubble and ends in a rudimentary two-prong plug. He yanks the chord in search of the other end and follows it beneath a thick layer of purple dryer lint down to a plastic gray box. His eyes open wide as he lifts the box and examines it. A symbol is printed across its hinged front panel: VHS. 
 
    Instead of tossing it onto one of the piles, he gingerly carries it back to the living room and sets it on top of a tall stack of assorted media players. He compares the shape of the prongs to the inputs on his universal power strip, and when he finds a matching slot, he slips the plug inside. A tiny red light on the front of the box blinks on, and he swiftly but carefully tiptoes back through the obstacle course of clutter to the cargo hold, where he unplugs and hoists his TV – an outdated but rare model that has curiously been capable of displaying every video format he has stumbled upon thus far. He carries the TV to the living room, sets it in its proper place atop a worn wood stand covered in cigarette burns, and rigs a length of exposed wire between it and the new box. Static fills the screen, and he holds his breath as he presses the power button on the front of the player. The red light on its face turns green, and the static on the TV becomes a deep, solid blue. 
 
    “It’s alive!” Adam declares. “Alive!” He triumphantly throws his fist in the air and winces as he smashes it against the metal ceiling. 
 
    When the thrill of the find wears off, he unloads the rest of the trash and climbs into his ship’s shoulder-width shower. Deeply tired and gratified from a hard day’s scrap, he peers out the tiny porthole at the sea of drifting rubble and lets the lukewarm water wash over him. As he mentally reviews his haul, he notices a light, too bright to be a star, flickering in the distance. Soon another one appears, and then another, until the dark sky is shimmering. 
 
    Adam hastily rinses the soap from his hair, stumbles out of the shower, and snatches a towel from the rack. “Ack!” he whimpers as he trips over the treasure littering the floor in a dash to the cockpit. Toppling into his captain’s chair, he zooms in on the approaching lights. Hundreds of ships are visible now, moving toward him from every direction. 
 
    He starts the engine, dances back to the living room, this time deftly navigating his ship’s new floor plan, and begins rummaging through dresser drawers. He locates a plastic rectangle, shoves it into his new ancient VHS machine, and cranks the volume. 
 
    “What the hell’s that all about?” the TV asks.  
 
    “Nothing,” it answers its own question. 
 
    Dripping wet and nearly naked, Adam races back to the cockpit. Facing a wall of headlights, he cracks a beer, toasts the sky, and flies the Asteroid Jones II headlong into oncoming traffic. 
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    A rail-thin six-armed gila-man stands over a steaming flattop, flipping through a rainbow of sizzling clone-meat patties as gobs of multi-colored fat ooze and pop on the hot metal surface. In a hypnotic display of hand-eye coordination, he flings the patties through the air and onto a tray of buns, which immediately begin to soak up the neon grease, and a small crowd seated at the counter enthusiastically applauds. 
 
    The cook waves and guzzles from his water bottle. “Thank you, folks.” 
 
    Green and purple burgers are delivered by a young scaly waitress to a booth against the window. She smiles at the two conspicuous men in short-sleeved shirts and ties. “Can I get you boys anything else?” 
 
    “No, this looks great, right Dave?” Steve asks. 
 
    Dave forces a half-smile and nods, and the waitress moves on to the next table. 
 
    Steve lifts his dripping moss-tinged burger and takes a huge bite. “Mmmm… as the kids say, that’s a good ham.” 
 
    With a tired sigh, Dave turns to look at the ships draped in neon light parked outside. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Steve asks. 
 
    Dave irritably tugs at his tie. “Nothing, I just thought we had him, that’s all.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Steve mumbles. 
 
    “How can I not worry? Mr. Trant said not to come back without settling this one.” 
 
    “I heard him.” 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “So we’ll find him,” Steve says. 
 
    Exasperated, Dave asks, “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “I just am.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    Steve shrugs and points at Dave’s plate. “Are you going to eat that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dave snatches his purple hamburger and angrily bites into it. “Sometimes I just wonder what the point is.” 
 
    “What the point of what is?” 
 
    “All of it.” Dave sweeps his arm over the window. “Why do we keep up with this?” 
 
    “The point is to achieve our objective on budget and on time,” Steve says. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    Steve stares across the table, blank-faced. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “What comes next, after we achieve the objective? 
 
    “Then we move on to the next job. It’s called progress.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about,” Dave says. “It just keeps going on forever. There has to be a better way.” 
 
    “It’s not complicated. People buy things they can’t afford, and when they don’t pay, we take their stuff. It’s the circle of life.” Steve bites down and rips another hunk of flesh from his verdant burger. “You’re thinking too hard.” 
 
    Dave glares at his grinning partner and says, “Maybe you’re right. So what are we going to do now?” 
 
    “First, I’m going to finish this, the best burger I’ve ever had in my life,” Steve says. “After that, who knows?” 
 
    Dave glances around the restaurant at the customers sitting nearby – a mother patiently feeding a messy toddler, an old couple sharing a bright yellow multi-milk shake, a kid with headphones furiously typing at a holo-board. None of them seem bothered by the futility he has come to understand as a universal constant, and he starts to wonder if he’s missing something. He takes another bite of what the menu calls a ‘Glorp Burger,’ the salty-sweet grease coating his taste buds, and his mood begins to lift. 
 
    “You know what?” he says. “This is a tasty ham.” 
 
    “I told you,” Steve says. “And you’re over there making up problems and chit.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Dave abandons the thought to concentrate on his next bite. 
 
    “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all day.” 
 
    The young gila-waitress returns, the restaurant lights bouncing off her dark, polished skin. “Is there anything else I can get you two?” For an instant, her tongue flicks across the edge of her toothless smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Steve says, pointing to a picture on the wall. “Can I get that one on the poster, with all the colors?” 
 
    “That’s the Galactic Collision Burger,” the waitress says. 
 
    Steve laughs and pats his stomach. “Well blow me down.” 
 
    She turns toward Dave, and he glances at the poster. “I guess I’ll have one of those too.” 
 
    “Thanks guys.” She smiles and disappears through swinging kitchen doors. 
 
    “There you go,” Steve says. “Now you’re really living.” 
 
    Dave laughs and shakes his head. “You may be onto something, but it still doesn’t solve our problem.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. I’m telling you. All we have to do is track this guy down. How hard can it be to find a ship with the words ‘Asteroid Jones II’ painted on it? He’s almost making it too easy.” 
 
    “But where do we start?” Dave asks. “It was dumb luck that we managed to find him the first time.” 
 
    “We’re looking for a scrapper, right?” 
 
    Dave thinks for a moment, and an optimistic smile stretches over his face. 
 
    “See?” Steve says. “It’s no problem.” 
 
    Another batch of faux-meat patties hits the grill, and soon their waitress returns juggling two tottering, kaleidoscopic burgers dripping neon fat. She sets the steaming plates on the table in front of them and exhales. “Enjoy.” 
 
    Dave lifts the sloppy burger and, with streams of grease dripping down his hands, he stretches his jaw wide and takes as big a bite as he can manage without choking. His mouth almost too full to chew, he can only express his satisfaction through bestial groans, eliciting uneasy stares from some of the other patrons. 
 
    “I’ll have what they’re having,” the kid with the headphones quips. 
 
    Once Dave and Steve have finished consuming their gargantuan burgers, they drag their bloated bodies, slumping, out of the vinyl booth. The grill hisses, and the crowd claps and hollers as the pair wobble out the front door into the bright parking lot. 
 
    “Where’s the ship?” Dave asks. 
 
    Steve purses his lips and scans the lot. He takes a few confident strides but doesn’t reach the first aisle before he turns and marches in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Aww,” Dave moans, as he realizes what’s happening. “It’s the second rule of space – always remember where you parked.” 
 
    “I take it you don’t know where it is, either,” Steve growls as he stomps toward one of the many rows of spaceships packed in around them. 
 
    “I wasn’t the one driving,” Dave mumbles. 
 
    “What, so the driver is in charge of remembering?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Steve points the key fob around the lot, angrily jamming the button down as they enter the maze of ships to search for their van’s flashing headlights. 
 
    “Now you’re the one complicating things,” Dave says. 
 
    “Just keep your eyes open,” Steve tells him. “I want to say it was aisle Glorp…” 
 
    “That’s not an aisle. It’s the name of the burger I ordered. Maybe we should split up. We can cover more ground that way.” Walking over to the next row, Dave yells, “Are you sure you’re pressing that thing right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Steve shouts. “Just keep looking. Are you even paying attention?” 
 
    Having been momentarily distracted by the star-strewn sky surrounding the dome, Dave brings his eyes back down to the lot. “Yes, I’m paying attention. I think I see it.” He arches his neck. “Oh, no…” 
 
    Down one aisle after another, Dave tiredly plods across the unforgiving concrete, his ankles and back sore and stinging. When he finally spots the ship, he almost trips over his feet in excitement and yells out, “Steve, I found it.” 
 
    But there’s no answer. 
 
    “Steve!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Dejected and keyless, he leans against the beige company box, tapping his knuckles against its hull and squirming from the pain of the large soda pressing against his bladder as he waits for his partner to show up. 
 
    A torturous, indeterminate length of time later, the van’s lights flash, and Steve casually steps out of the adjoining aisle. As he approaches, he glances at the puddle on the ground by their ship, then at the scowling Moon Burger security guard, and finally at Dave, whom he incredulously interrogates, “Where were you?” 
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    Adam bursts through the back door of Ferd’s holding a towel around his waist with one hand and clutching a can of Ol’ Guard in the other. 
 
    “I’m glad you could be bothered to dress,” Ferd says dryly. 
 
    “The fishin’ ship’s out back,” Adam says, pausing to take a swig of his beer, “packed to the gills.” 
 
    “You ol’ space pirate, you did it!” Ferd laughs and smacks Adam on his bare back. 
 
    When they get outside, they climb into the Asteroid Jones II’s cargo hold, and Ferd grows quiet as he cautiously steps through the massive hoard. He picks out a metal box with wires sticking out of one end and holds it up to the light to examine it better. “Wow…” He glances over the room. “I knew it would be good, but this is something else.” 
 
    While Adam is searching the room for articles of clothing scattered and buried underneath piles of scrap, Ferd kneels and gingerly picks up a tattered book. 
 
    “What’s that?” Adam asks, pulling on a faded t-shirt and a pair of brown cargo shorts. 
 
    “It’s considered a sacred text by a certain reclusive sect of masochistic aliens,” Ferd explains. “They believe it contains the answers to the most eternal and confounding mysteries of the universe. I’ve never seen a first edition before.” 
 
    Adam glances at the book’s cover, something called I May Be Wrong but I Doubt It, and shrugs. 
 
    Ferd takes a glass tablet out of his pocket, taps its face, and turns it around. When Adam sees what the last copy of the book sold for, his mouth drops open, and he involuntarily begins drooling as his brain struggles to comprehend the information. 
 
    “Come on, Kelvin can take over from here,” Ferd says, guiding Adam off the ship. “I’ve already transferred a bunch of credits to your account. The rest will appear in a few hours, once everything is sorted. Why don’t you come in and spread some of that new wealth?” 
 
    As they walk back through Ferd’s warehouse, Adam permits himself to gaze at the shelves, packed with what, up until a moment ago, had been prohibitively expensive merchandise: designer spacesuits, state-of-the-art firearms, fancy appliances, plush furniture, rare physical media, ship parts, drugs, tip and strip pens, and a myriad of other legal and illegal goods from around the universe.  
 
    Ferd steps behind one of the caged windows along the wall and says, “So, if you could have anything you ever wanted, what would it be?” 
 
    “Hmph,” Adam snorts. “I never thought about it before. I didn’t want to get my hopes up.” He rubs his chin. “I’ll need to get the fuel cells charged, of course, and the water tanks need filling… and food, I guess.” 
 
    As Adam is thinking, a familiar pink customer pushes in front of him and growls at Ferd, “C’mon, help me out. I’ll pay you back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t trust you to pay me back next year,” Ferd says. “I already told you, it’s not my responsibility to keep your ship fueled. Go bother somebody else for a change, will you?” With a defeated snort, the pink guy clomps away through the store, and Ferd turns back toward Adam. “Kelvin is already taking care of the fuel and water. What do you want to eat?” 
 
    “I might as well buy in bulk,” Adam thinks out loud. “Give me… six months worth of rations.” 
 
    “You really don’t know how to spend money, do you?” Ferd says. 
 
    “I’ve never had any. How would I know what to do with it?” He scrolls through a list of alien foodstuffs on a screen built into the counter. “But maybe you’re right. I can afford to live a little. Make the rations teriyaki flavor.” 
 
    Ferd walks off shaking his head and returns with a brown box covered in alien scribbles. “Six months’ rations. And I know how you like movies, so I’m even going to throw in an educational film – Soylent Green.” 
 
    “Ha,” Adam mock-laughs. “You’re so funny, Ferd.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeahs, what else you want?” Ferd asks. 
 
    “Give me ten cases of Ol’ Guard,” Adam says, “five pouches of Cronian tobacco, a big pack of Sugman’s…” 
 
    “Sugman’s, huh?” Ferd reaches back and smacks a brick of gum on the counter. “You’re the only one who buys this stuff. I don’t know why I keep stocking it. It tastes like soup mix.” 
 
    “Speaking of movies, you got anything new?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Yes, always.” 
 
    Ferd opens another list on the screen, and Adam scrolls through it, ticking off a few titles he doesn’t already have. When he’s done, he yanks his TV remote from his back pocket, plugs it into the counter, and a red light on the face of the glass cuboid blinks to indicate the download. 
 
    As he ponders the rest of his shopping list, Kelvin approaches. The bespectacled demonoid hands something to Ferd and walks away shrugging. Ferd sets the object on the counter, and Adam immediately recognizes it as the black cube he found amongst the rest of the scrap. 
 
    “Here’s something weird,” Ferd says. 
 
    “Yeah, what the fish is it?” Adam asks. 
 
    “I don’t know, and neither does Kelvin.” 
 
    “Look how black it is,” Adam observes. “It’s like, more black.” 
 
    Ferd grabs a scan gun from underneath the counter and waves it over the object. 
 
    “What does it say?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Not much,” Ferd says. “It’s not in the system, which is weird. That means nothing like it has ever come through any of the major trade posts.” 
 
    “So, what’s it worth?” Adam asks, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s no way of knowing, that I know of. It’s probably just some alien trinket.” 
 
    “It’s worthless, then?” 
 
    “No,” Ferd says. “Well, maybe.” 
 
    “It’s heavier than it looks.” Adam holds the cube up against the light, and the bulb’s brightness appears to dampen. “What should I do with it?” 
 
    “It’s not in the system,” Ferd reiterates. “We’d have to get lucky and find someone who knows something about it. Normally I’m the person to come to for that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Hmph…” Adam squints closely at the object. “I think I might know somebody.” 
 
    By the time he finishes shopping, the Asteroid Jones II has been emptied of scrap and filled with all the items he requested. Not only that, but Kelvin restored a state of tidiness to the ship’s interior that hasn’t existed since its maiden voyage; he even put away the groceries. 
 
    “Chit, I had it just the way I like it.” Adam tosses his receipt on the floor, plops into his captain’s chair, and scrolls through a list of addresses. 
 
    As he taps at the window, he glances at the mysterious cuboid resting on the dash. “You’re very strange, and soon we’re going to figure out exactly what you are. But before we get into all that…” 
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    Anchored over a remote sector crowded with scavenging junkers and littered with the remnants of two ancient, once mighty empires, a small fleet of UE ships stagnantly awaits orders as Vice Admiral Zok gazes out at the vast debris field, pondering the immensity of the task before him – a prospect akin to locating an invisible Martian in a planet-sized diner. 
 
    “Vice Admiral Zok, sir.” A young officer calls over an encrypted video feed. “Sir?” 
 
    “What is it, Glurpp?” Zok asks. 
 
    “Awaiting your orders, sir. Should we start sweeping?” 
 
    As Zok considers his next command, a clunky little craft putts past the window, and he tells Glurpp, “Stand by for further instructions.” 
 
    Clearing his throat with an authoritative hack, he switches to the public feed. “Pardon me,” he hails the passing junker, but receives no reply. “Sir or madam, in the dented red… ship,” he tries again, but the junker remains silent, likely for fear of consequence, he suddenly realizes. “You are not in any trouble. I’m just looking for help.” 
 
    “What’yuh want?” a deep voice grumbles, and the image of a scraggly, disheveled old scrapper appears on the window. 
 
    Zok forces a smile. “I wonder if you would tell me where I might sell a load of scrap around here?” 
 
    “Yer scrappin’?” the old man asks, skeptically. “I never hert a Ears scrappin’ afore.” 
 
    “What can I say? Not even a vice admiral of the United Empires could pass up an opportunity like this.” 
 
    “Hmm, well I could understand that,” the scrapper says. “I guess erryboty’s intitle’t tuh make a extra buck. Even Ears gotta eat, I s’pose. Ther’s a bunch a small joints ‘rount –little outposts here and ther. But I think Fert’s is probly what yer lookin’ fer. Ther the biggest thing goin’ out here. I got the co-ortinates here somewheres. I’ll sent ‘em tuh yuh.” 
 
    A few moments later, the route to Ferd’s appears on the window of Zok’s ship. “You’ve been immensely helpful,” he says. 
 
    “No problem,” the scrapper says. “Now I’m off tuh fine’t some a the rich stuff myself. Good luck tuh yuh.” The feed cuts off, and the little red junker scoots away. 
 
    Zok scans the coordinates, momentarily considers the route, and switches back to his fleet’s channel. 
 
    “—pointless if you ask me,” Boff says. 
 
    “I’m with you,” Biff adds. “I don’t know what we’re doing out here.” 
 
    “Attention,” Zok cuts in, and the conversation comes to an abrupt end. “It seems there isn’t much we can do here. We’re going to have to get—” he says, pausing to shudder, “—creative. I’ve sent you the coordinates for our next destination. Prepare to… go.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” his men chant. 
 
    Zok mutes his feed and calls out, “Stella?” 
 
    “Yes love,” his ship’s voice coos. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Get me Admiral Glipp.” 
 
    Soon the admiral’s craggy scowl appears on the window. “How’s it going out there, Zok? Are you on your way back?” 
 
    “Not quite, sir. We have thus far been unable to locate the element.” 
 
    The admiral roughly exhales, and a cloud of dust briefly obscurs the feed. “That’s not what I want to hear, Zok.” 
 
    “I am remiss to report that we miscalculated the immense… scale of the task, sir,” Zok says. “We are going to require more time.” 
 
    “The longer it takes us to find this thing, the greater the chances of it falling into enemy hands,” the admiral grumbles. “And do you know where the blame will land? First it’ll fall on me. But these shoulders are sturdy. They’ll hold up under the pressure. How strong are your shoulders, eh Zok?” 
 
    “I have no intention of letting that happen, sir,” Zok says. “But the fact remains that it would take the entire UE army a month to comb through this mess.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” the Admiral asks. 
 
    “There is a popular trading post nearby. I propose that we start there. The odds are in our favor that some know-nothing scrapper has already found and sold the element. I am optimistic that we will locate it before anyone discovers what it is; it isn’t altogether obvious.” 
 
    The admiral leans back, and his eyelids grind shut. “I don’t like the way this is headed, Zok. There are too many unknowns. Someone will eventually figure out what they have, and it won’t be long before everyone in the fishing universe is looking for it.” 
 
    “You are right, sir, of course,” Zok says. “I will take care of it.” He snaps to attention and salutes the screen. 
 
    “I hope you do, for all our sakes.” The admiral looks at Zok with a nervous expression and clears his throat. “Now I have something serious I want to discuss.” He grinds his hand against his neck and grins nervously. “Do you think I have a chance with Stella?” 
 
    “Stella, my ship?” 
 
    “I’m sure you already know she’s got a beautiful body,” the admiral says. “But it’s more than that. I’ve spent some time in her recently, and I’ve never met anyone so full of life. I can’t stop thinking about her. You must know her intimately by now. Be honest with me. Do I have a shot?” 
 
    “Uhh, I really don’t know, sir,” Zok says. “She has never said anything.” 
 
    “Hmph, you’ll put in a good word for me, though?” the admiral asks. 
 
    “Um yes,” Zok says, “of course, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zok. Good luck with the whole… thing.” He turns and stares off into space, tapping his fingers together, and his feed cuts out. 
 
    Zok leans against the dashboard and glares mistrustfully at the vehicles congregated outside his window, knowing that any one of them might already be carrying the element. 
 
    “Stella,” Zok says. “Were you listening to what the admiral was saying?” 
 
    “Yes,” Stella says. “He is very concerned about this mission.” 
 
    “Yes, but did you hear the other thing?” Zok asks. 
 
    “I heard him admit to having a crush on me. Is that what you mean?” 
 
    “Well, yeah…” Zok looks down at his hands. “So, do you feel the same way?” 
 
    “Do I have feelings for the admiral? Ew, no way. He’s too rigid for me, and he gets dust all over my floors. But don’t tell him I said that.” 
 
    “Oh no, of course not.” Zok smiles and feels himself blushing. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason.” Regaining his composure, he dramatically points out the window. “Now, set course for Ferd’s.” 
 
    Stella recalibrates her trajectory, and as she navigates the debris field, Zok hardly notices the small gang of odd hand-built junkers assembled below. 
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    Ships from all over the universe – huge cargo freighters, trading vessels, houseboats, cartoon characters, and the piecemeal junkers of every amateur scrapper who ever harbored dreams of making it rich – pepper the space surrounding what’s left of the Traxan and Zorman armies. Thousands of them, their blue-tinted thrusters dotting the black sky, alternately arrive, depart, and otherwise meander through the debris, picking up everything in their paths. A few of them have broken down here and there, their owners climbing weightless along their hulls and clumsily undertaking repairs through the gloved fingers of their spacesuits. 
 
    Just so, The One prods inside a sesame seed bun, gently turning the handle of his screwdriver. “There,” he says into his helmet. “It was just a loose pickle. She’s all set now.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” Beer’s voice answers. 
 
    “Yeah well, what luck have you guys had?” The One asks. 
 
    “None,” Horton says. “There’s way too much scrap to wade through.” 
 
    “I found something!” Pants announces. 
 
    The One presses a button on his helmet, and Pants appears in his visor holding a small black rectangle with a long rubber chord on one end and a jagged blade of metal on the other. 
 
    “That’s just an electric razor,” Horton tells her. “It’s how people shaved before laser razors were invented.” 
 
    “This is getting us nowhere,” Beer says. “We don’t even know what we’re looking for.” 
 
    The One mutes the voices in his helmet and climbs back through his ship’s airlock. The plain metal cabin bears little resemblance to its meat and bun exterior. The living room is lined with cupboards full of snacks, and along the back wall rests an industrial-size refrigerator he scrapped from an abandoned UE cruise ship last summer. 
 
    Stripping out of his mustard-yellow spacesuit and into a light t-shirt and sweatpants, The One digs inside the freezer for a ration-pop and slumps into his cracked leather chair in the cockpit. As he sucks on his neon blue treat, he presses a button on the dashboard, and the feeds of his arguing friends stretch out across the window. 
 
    “—pack it in,” Horton’s voice crackles from the ship’s speakers, his video feed dark as always. “There’s more than a good chance that someone has already found the element.” 
 
    “You mean the adventure is already over?” Pants pouts and dramatically folds her arms. 
 
    “It was over before it started,” Beer says. 
 
    “Wait a minute, that’s it?” The One complains. “We’re giving up already? I’d expect Beer to quit this early, but not you guys.” 
 
    “What do you suggest we do?” Horton asks. 
 
    “We can’t search forever,” Beer says. “And that’s exactly how long it would take to sort through all this… chit.” 
 
    Pants reaches across her ship’s dashboard and shakes the camera to get her friends’ attention. “Hey, maybe we’re not looking right. Maybe there’s a better way.” 
 
    The One tosses his blue-stained ration stick onto the dashboard, opens a cupboard behind his head, and emerges with a plastic bag full of leftovers from his last outing. He lays the contents out in front of him and, peeling a crusty knife off the edge of the dash, he spreads a gooey gob of purple space jelly onto a slice of white Plunder Bread. 
 
    “So, what’s this better way, Pants?” Beer asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pants says, jutting her thumb at the camera. “I’m just coming up with ideas. You guys are the ones who always know everything.” 
 
    “Maybe we could track down whichever ship the thing was on when it blowed up,” The One suggests, mumbling through a mouthful of glop. “That way we could narrow it down.” 
 
    “That’s actually not a bad idea,” Horton says. “But that’s not information the Ears would just announce to the whole universe.” 
 
    The One takes another bite of his sandwich and watches a group of Ears pass by overhead in their familiar black and white patrol ships. 
 
    “We know the Traxans were in possession of the element when the war broke out,” Horton goes on. “That cuts the work in half, but there’s still way too much space to cover.” 
 
    Outside, Beer’s tank ship emerges from the rubble, followed closely by Horton’s sliver of black metal and Pants’s grinning kitten. 
 
    “Horton’s right,” Beer says. 
 
    “Wait a second…” The One throws his sandwhich down and cranes his neck to peer after the Ears. 
 
    “Come on, I’m sick of this place,” Beer whines. “We’re just wasting time. Anyway, you were The One who was complaining about coming out here in the first place.” 
 
    “Like you have anything better to do. Anyway, I have a plan.” The One shrinks their feeds and pulls his ship around. “Did you guys see those Ears a second ago?” 
 
    “It’s no surprise,” Horton says. “The element was on its way to UE headquarters. They’re probably out here looking for it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” The One says. “The Ears are about to do our work for us.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I think of that?” Horton says, actually sounding slightly impressed. 
 
    “Think of what?” Pants asks. 
 
    A look of understanding passes over Beer’s face, and he explains, “If anybody can find the element, it’s the Ears. If we’re lucky, they’ll lead us right to it. Good idea for a change, The One.” 
 
    “All we have to do is wait.” The One puts his feet up on the dash, and with his eyes on the Ears, he washes down the last bite of his sandwich with a carton of cake batter flavored multi-milk. 
 
    As the Ears wade through the rubble, the scrappers give them a wide berth, no doubt for fear of being on the receiving end of one of the UE’s many restrictive, arbitrary, and ever-changing space regulations. After only a brief search, the gleaming military cruisers alter their course, sailing back toward The One and his friends. 
 
    “There they go,” Beer says, as the Ears pass overhead. “I wonder where they’re headed.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” The One says, bringing his ship about. 
 
    The kids trail the Ears from a safe distance, pulling into traffic alongside a group of wacky racers in order to camouflage their pursuit. 
 
    “Incognito mode, everybody,” Horton reminds them. 
 
    Beer’s tank’s turrets fold down and retract, and Pants’s bright pink kitten pulls in its limbs to assume a slightly less conspicuous crouching position. Once they’re on course, The One engages his ship’s autopilot and snatches a bag of pork flavored ration-rinds from the cupboard. 
 
    “Pants Team Pink is on the move, you guys,” Pants giddily announces. To whom she’s speaking, The One is never sure. “Stay tuned to find out what far out place we wind up next!” 
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    A wave of anxious anticipation fills Adam’s chest as he steps into the dingy lobby, its crushed velvet walls flickering under dim candlelight. 
 
    From across the room, a tiny woman with dark, curly hair enthusiastically greets him, “Mr. Jones!” Sliding from around the counter, she scuttles toward him and squeezes his hand. Her face and hands show the deep wrinkles of age, but her grip is still strong. “I have a spot all set for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ms. Chibois,” Adam says. “But today I had something a little more… spacious in mind.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Ms. Chibois coos. “Has Mr. Jones come into some money?” 
 
    “Yes, yes he has. And he’ll take the best space in the house.” 
 
    “Ooh, you got it.” She plucks a basket from the counter and says, “PHONE. Customers pay for quiet.” 
 
    “All right, but will you let me know if I get any calls?” Adam reluctantly slips his Personal Holographic Omnidirectional Network Extractor from his pocket and places it in the basket. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Ms. Chibois says. 
 
    She takes his arm and gently guides him past the tiny room he typically occupies with the other spaceheads – a muggy cubicle full of sweaty, strung out bodies packed together shoulder to shoulder like grimy sardines – through a curtain behind the counter, down a narrow hallway, and into a sprawling suite. Dark couches occupied by sleeping, twitchy patrons, line the center of the room, and long rugs stitched with intricate alien designs cover the floors. Candles burn inside low-hanging glass vases along the walls, emitting a soft glow and flowery perfume that hangs thick in the balmy air but fails to mask the sour-sweet scent of space. 
 
    Ms. Chibois brings Adam to a low wooden platform behind a sheer drape and, pointing, instructs, “Shoes.” 
 
    Adam sits on the edge of the bed and removes his high tops, stretching his toes on the soft rug as Ms. Chibois places a brick of space and a long wood pipe next to a fluttering lamp on the bedside table. 
 
    “Sweet dreams,” she says as she turns and scurries away. 
 
    Adam unwraps the little red cube of space, places it into the metal bowl at the end of the pipe, and squishes it down with his thumb. Propping himself on his elbow, he holds the end of the pipe over the lamp and puffs. A dense cloud of fuchsia smoke billows from his lips, and he lays his head back on the pillow.  
 
    As he traces patterns of ornate plaster peeking from beneath a thick layer of crimson soot, the ceiling begins to soften and blur, transforming into a dense layer of smoke. Soon, little slits of light blue form between the dark clouds as the storm passes, and the ceiling dissolves into sky. 
 
    Adam sits up, squinting against the blazing sun at the rolling green hills that surround him. A warm breeze ripples through the long tufts of lush grass in invisible, stretching waves, and as he runs his fingers through the soft blades, he feels a peculiar comfort wash over and through him. A ladybug lands on his hand, and he watches as it make its way up his arm, unfolds its ruby shell, and melts into sky. 
 
    With the wind tousling his hair and flowing cool over his skin, he jumps up and sprints barefoot over the tall grass. He skids on the soles of his feet down the side of one hill and deftly bounds up the next. Clouds of dirt trail him as he leaps across the bright borderless valley, laughing at the thrill and relishing the ache in his legs and the cool sweat on his forehead, foreign and exhilarating.  At the peak of his ecstasy, his eye catches something far off in the distance, and he loses his footing. Little insects skate through the air around him as he lazily tumbles down against the soft earth. When the ground stops spinning, he props himself on his elbows and scans the horizon, compelling the clouds to wrinkle and the hills to wobble. 
 
    Something emerges from between the grassy waves at the edge of the world, a tiny black squiggle in the bright sky. Adam keeps his eyes fixed on the background, and the shadow advances, climbing over a dozen hills in fast motion, until it’s hovering directly in front of his face. He gapes at its strange appearance – a tiny frame with vague boundaries wrapped in ethereal pink goop, a penciled-in smile, and black beady eyes that look like they’re about to spill out of its wobbly, ill-defined head. 
 
    “Misterrr Jooonesss,” the thing drawls. It reaches its hand toward Adam and reveals a small black creature within its pearly palm. The black, eyeless blob produces high-pitched cries from a formless, undulating maw. 
 
    Adam scoops the blob from the being’s paw, holds it close to his face, and listens. 
 
    “Adddammm Jonesss,” the blob says. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” Adam asks it. 
 
    “Whattt… youuu… abouttt…” Its words are broken and laced with static. “Listennn…” Adam lifts the thing closer. “Where… youuu… areee…” 
 
    Adam glances around the bright landscape surrounding him. “I’m in some kind of naturey place, with a lot of grass and sunshine. I can’t remember where it is exactly.” He scratches his head. “Oh wait, I remember, I was at Space Den… Aw, chit!” 
 
    “Youuu… youuu… oddd… chittt…” the blob moans. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” He clears his throat so he can enunciate better, “What-are-you-trying-to-tell-me?” 
 
    “Listennn… Earsss… cubeee…” the blob says. “Woulddd… ittt… can’ttt… there’sss… goinggg… dooo… hearrr?” 
 
    “I can hear you,” Adam says. 
 
    “Chittt… Youuu… hearrr… gettt… thereee… Earsss… you…” it says. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to do,” Adam tells it. 
 
    “Want… you… there… don’ttt… whereee… youuu… areee…” 
 
    “But I’m already here,” Adam says. 
 
    “GAAHHH… trieddd… warnnn…” It releases a guttural hack and turns silent. 
 
    Adam places the blob back into the smiling pink creature’s wiggling paw, and it scurries away over the hills. 
 
    He momentarily tries to make sense of the events, but like in a dream, this place seems to possess its own logic. His thoughts dispersing like ripples on a pond, he lies back on the grass, and his body sinks down into the soft earth, growing comfortable, then numb, and finally melting away into the landscape. 
 
    Now he is the wispy grass and the cool breeze, the azure sky and the light and heat of the sun. His wings flap and guide him through the air as the birds and the bugs. When he breathes, the world sighs. It turns as he turns; or he turns as it turns. When he looks toward the horizon, he sees himself staring back. 
 
    After a long while, through a subtle, almost unnoticeable shift in conciousness, Adam becomes Adam again. He wakes in a groggy haze, head pounding, and blankly stares across the room as the velvet walls and dank atmosphere rearrange themselves in his head. 
 
    Pressing his fingers against his temples, he sits and throws his legs over the side of the bed. He can barely see, his eyes straining to adjust to the light as he wrestles his shoes on. The once sweet scent of space in the air now smells stale and musty. He stands, checks his pockets for his keys, and tries to regain his balance as he wobbles across the room, tripping over couches draped in catatonic alien bodies. Bracing himself between the walls of the cramped hallway, he pushes the curtain aside, and stumbles into the lobby. 
 
    Before he can reach the front door, he hears Ms. Chibois yelling, “Hey, hey, you didn’t pay.” 
 
    Adam tiredly turns, nods, and obliges her by pressing his thumb onto the counter. Ms. Chibois pats his hand, and as he crawls out the door he can hear her shouting after him, “See you next time, Mr. Jones! Come back soon!” 
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    “You gotta be fishin’ kiddin’ me,” the pig man growls, slamming his pink, meaty trotter onto the counter. “I’m in here every day, workin’ my tail off, payin’ your salary.” 
 
    Ferd stares out from behind his cage, unperturbed. “Do we have to go through this again, Phil? You are in here every day, but paying my salary? You wouldn’t spend a crit to save your life. Meanwhile, all you bring me is trash. Look at this chit.” He pushes a few little pieces of scrap across the counter. “You can take the offer or get the fish out.” 
 
    “This is bull,” Phil grumbles, his wide, flat ears twitching with rage. 
 
    “Hey, no one’s forcing you,” Ferd says. “I think I’ll survive without… what is this anyway, a broken pair of sunglasses?” 
 
    “They’re VR goggles, I think,” Phil says. “They got metal in ‘em!” 
 
    “Yeah well, in this condition you’re lucky I’m offering you anything.” 
 
    “Come on, man,” Phil moans. “Gimme a break. I need at least enough to get home.” 
 
    “So it’s once again my fault that you didn’t plan ahead?” Ferd throws the goggles down on the counter. “Why am I responsible for every empty fuel cell and stupid decision in the universe? I’m running a business. Bring me something I can sell and we’ll talk. Until then…” 
 
    “That’s a hundred crits worth of… stuff, easy,” Phil says. 
 
    “Even you don’t believe that. I shouldn’t be offering you the ten!” 
 
    Phil’s pudgy face twists with rage, and he smacks his hoofed paw against Ferd’s cage, drawing the attention of the other customers. 
 
    “Hey!” Ferd points his comparatively puny finger through the metal enclosure. “Watch it, Phil. I’ll chop you up and open a barbecue joint. Now that might actually be worth something.” 
 
    “GRR, GRR, GREEE,” Phil unleashes a string of hostile squeals and finally caves. “Gimme the crits.” He presses his wet snout onto the counter and stomps through the lobby bemoaning his treatment. “Ackle is ripping me off!” 
 
    “Next,” Ferd calls, and a guy dressed in neat black and white UE military garb steps toward the cage. “Oh, chit… what is it now?” 
 
    “Greetings,” the Ear says. “I am looking for the owner of this establishment, a Mr. Ferd Haddad.” 
 
    “This is fishin’ bullchit!” Phil shouts from behind the Ear. 
 
    Ferd sighs. “You’re talking to him.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the Ear says. “My name is Zok. I am vice admiral of the United—” 
 
    “I see the uniform,” Ferd says. “Listen, I don’t want any trouble. I’ve got all my paperwork in order, and I’m not breaking any laws. This isn’t even UE jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I realize that,” Zok says. “And I’m not here to harass you. I am a collector of oddities, and I thought, based on your reputation, that you might be able to help me locate a particular item.” 
 
    “Well, we got it all.” Ferd waves an arm over the warehouse behind him. “What is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “It’s a curious item,” Zok says, “a sort of trinket – a cube, no bigger than the size of my palm, solid black.” 
 
    Ferd is forced to call upon every ounce of his decades of experience dealing in rare merchandise to keep his body from betraying his over-piqued interest. “Oh yeah? Hmm, that’s pretty vague. Can you tell me anything else about it?” 
 
    “Um, that’s all the information I have.” The Ear scratches his chin and casually glances around the room. “Have you come across anything which might fit the description?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say for sure.” Ferd shrugs and, feigning disinterest, glances past the Ear at the growing line of customers. “But a lot of scrap comes through these doors, as you can see.” He motions toward the stocked shelves all around them. “Something like that could come and go without me ever noticing. In any case, I haven’t seen it myself.” 
 
    “Would you mind checking with your employees?” the Ear asks. “I promise it will be worth your while if you manage to locate it for me.” He holds his hands behind his back and calmly but insistently stares at Ferd from across the counter. 
 
    Ferd turns toward the warehouse and shouts, “Hey, Kelvin.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” the Ear says. 
 
    “Everything that comes in those doors goes through one of us,” Ferd says. 
 
    Kelvin approaches the cage wiping his crimson fingers on a greasy rag. 
 
    “This gentleman is looking for some kind of black cube,” Ferd says. “You seen anything like that?” For a fraction of a second, he and Kelvin exchange a knowing glance. 
 
    Kelvin throws his rag over his shoulder, pushes his glasses up, and looks at the Ear. “Nope, nothing like that.” 
 
    “Well there you have it,” Ferd says. 
 
    The Ear purses his lips and glares at them. “Okay. But if you do come across it…” He retrieves a stylus and slip of smart paper from his jacket and jots something onto it. “Be sure to contact me directly.” And with a swift turn on his heel, he clomps through the lobby and out the front door. 
 
    Ferd glances down at the screen name printed on the paper – ‘VABadZok.’ “Yeah, I’ll be in touch,” he grumbles, as he crumples it and tosses it in the trash. “I’ll be back in a space minute,” he tells the next customers, a couple dopey-looking ICA drones in short-sleeved dress shirts and ties. 
 
    “We’ll wait!” one of them shouts. 
 
    “Waiting – if there’s one thing we know how to do…” the other one says. 
 
    A few of Ferd’s employees stop what they’re doing and look up as he charges through the warehouse and snatches his phone off his desk. He selects Adam from his contact list and impatiently waits as it rings about a dozen times. Finally, and bewilderingly, the face of a familiar, smiling woman appears on the screen. 
 
    “Oh, hey Ms. C?” Ferd says. 
 
    “Hello Ferd,” Ms. Chibois says. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. When are you going to come visit me?” 
 
    “Soon, I promise,” Ferd says. “But right now I’m looking for Adam. Can you put him on the phone?” 
 
    “Hold on a moment.” Ms. Chibois disappears, and the image twists and stutters as she travels through the dark building. 
 
    “Hello?” Adam’s face flashes across the screen for an instant. 
 
    “Adam,” Ferd says. “Adam?” He holds the phone close and shouts, “Adam Jones!” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” Adam’s voice replies. 
 
    “What the fish are you talking about?” Ferd slaps his forehead. “I should have guessed Space Den would be the first place you’d go. Listen, I realize you’re wasted, but some top Ear was just in here asking about that cube. I don’t know what it is, but I think you might’ve stumbled onto something big. You need to get out of there as soon as you can. Sober up, get someplace quiet, and don’t tell anybody where you are.” 
 
    “Min some kin’ a naturey place with lotta grassss and ‘unshine,” Adam slurs. “I can’t ‘member where it is exly. Oh waittt, I ‘member I wast Space Den. Aww chittt.” 
 
    “Fish, you are high,” Ferd says. “You know you can OD on that chit, right? Maybe not physically…” 
 
    “I don’t unstand,” Adam says. “What are youuu try to say?” 
 
    Ferd rubs his temples, carefully selecting his next words. “Listen to me. The Ears are looking for you. I would come get you myself, but I’m working. There’s too much going on here. Do you hear what I’m saying? You need to leave right now!” 
 
    “I can hear you,” Adam says. 
 
    “Chit, if you really can hear me, get out of there!” Ferd shouts. “The Ears are after you.” 
 
    “I don’t what you want me do,” Adam says. 
 
    “I want you to get the fish out of there! I don’t think they know where you are, so you should have a little time.” 
 
    “But I’m ‘ready here,” Adam says. 
 
    “GAH,” Ferd groans. “I tried to warn you.” He ends the call and stomps back to his cage. 
 
    When he gets to the counter, the debt collectors are gone. “That’s something,” he mumbles to himself and, waving toward the line, shouts, “Next!” 
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    Vice Admiral Zok steps out of Ferd’s into the stale, recycled air of the life-supporting dome, reaches into the coat of his spotless uniform, and emerges with a polished silver case. The case clicks open with the press of a small latch to reveal a neat row of hand rolled cigarettes. He plucks out one of the white cylinders, places it between his lips, and reaches for his burnished lighter, embossed with the letters ‘VAZ.’ Half of the cigarette turns to ash as he inhales deep and blows a cloud of red smoke up at the starry night sky. 
 
    While he’s pondering his next move, something behind him produces a guttural, “Grmphhh.”  
 
    Zok turns to search for the source of the noise and hastily attempts to stuff his lighter and cigarette case back into his coat pocket. 
 
    “Can I bum one of those?” A tall, pink humanoid with wide, veiny ears and a long snout clomps toward him. 
 
    Hesitantly, Zok lights another cigarette and holds it out to the creature. 
 
    “Phil.” Extending his meaty paw, Phil lifts the cigarette to his mouth and produces a series of repulsive sucking noises as he inhales. He holds out his filthy hoof. Zok glances at it and turns away. “I know where you can find that thing.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Zok glares at the grotesque figure, thick streams of mucus dripping from its steaming nostrils, its bloated belly protruding from underneath a soiled t-shirt. 
 
    “I heard what you said in there.” Phil points back at Ferd’s, and his jowly mouth forms a predatory grin. “Ferd was lying to you.” 
 
    “Oh, he was?” Zok says. “And how would you happen to know that?” 
 
    “Never mind how,” Phil says. “I got the information you’re looking for. You want it or not?” 
 
    Zok raises an eyebrow. “I suppose it will cost me?” 
 
    “Well I think it’s only fair.” 
 
    “Just as I thought.” With a loud click of his heels, Zok pivots toward the lot and away from the treacherous creature. 
 
    “Now wait a minute,” Phil growls, grabbing the sleeve of Zok’s coat. “I bet I can save you a bunch of time. This is valuable information. I’ve got a right to something in exchange.” 
 
    Zok wrenches his arm free and reaches for his phone. “Give me your… snout.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking.” Phil presses his wet nose to the screen, and Zok hesitantly wipes it with his handkerchief. “See, I’m a team player.” 
 
    “Now…” Zok clears his throat and tosses the handkerchief into a nearby receptacle. “In exchange for everything you know, I will refrain from freezing all of your assets.” 
 
    “Hey, come on man,” Phil grunts. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “You are withholding information vital to the security of the United Empires, not to mention the outrageous number of unpaid parking tickets you’ve accrued. You’re lucky I’m not arresting you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Phil stammers. “If I tell you, you’ll let me go?” 
 
    Zok nods, haughtily. 
 
    “I heard Ferd talking about it,” Phils says. “He was on the phone with this fishin’ ackle who’s here all the time. His name is Adam, I think.” 
 
    “Do you think, or do you know?” 
 
    Big greasy beads of sweat start to form on Phil’s forehead. “His name is Adam.” 
 
    “Adam what?” Zok demands. 
 
    “I’m not sure what his last name is. I don’t really know the guy. He just comes to the store a lot.” 
 
    “And how am I supposed to find Adam?” 
 
    “His ship is called the Asteroid Jones II,” Phil says. “I thi— Ferd said something about Space Den. That must be where he is.” 
 
    “Which space den?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just called Space Den.” 
 
    Losing his patience, Zok starts chopping the air. “Where is it? How do I get there?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s out near Misery Acres.” 
 
    “Misery Acres? You mean sector 1X79?” 
 
    “Yeah, one of those ghost zones,” Phil says. “I think that’s it.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s the one.” 
 
    Zok tosses his cigarette on the ground, stomps it out, and walks toward the lot. 
 
    “Ackle,” Phil mumbles and proceeds to beg the next person who steps out of the store to help him charge his ship’s fuel cells. 
 
    With a stiff gait, shoes clacking against the pavement, Zok marches back to his ship, parked well back of the rabble. Upon his approach, an escalator automatically descends and raises him into the cockpit. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Stella’s lilting voice greets him as fluorescent lights tick on throughout the cabin. 
 
    The elaborate dashboard is covered in buttons and switches that manually control everything from the thrust of the engines to the darkness of his toast. But so far, he’s never had to use them. 
 
    “Stella,” he calls. “Would you make me a glass of tea?” 
 
    “Hot or cold?” Stella asks. 
 
    “Hot.” 
 
    “Flavor?” 
 
    “I’ll have the yellow nectar, I think.” 
 
    “You think?” Stella scolds. 
 
    “Yes, the yellow nectar.” A moment later, a glass filled with steaming liquid pops into the cupholder. Lifting the glass to his mouth, he cautiously sips. “Thank you, Stella.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, honey. So, where are we off to next?” 
 
    “Set a course for sector 1X79,” he tells her. 
 
    “Sure thing, sweetie.” 
 
    Blowing on his tea, he adds, “And open communication with the fleet.” 
 
    Five small videos pop up across the window, displaying the faces of five nearly identical men with crew cuts and stern expressions. Their similar, but markedly smaller, ships are parked in orbit outside the dome. 
 
    “Vice Admiral Zok,” the men call out, in near-unison. 
 
    “Biff, Glurpp, Vronk, Boff, Rip, set course for sector 1X79,” Zok commands. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” his men confirm. 
 
    “Stella, minimize and mute communication,” Zok says, and their video feeds disappear. “And please bring me some grapes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stella says. “We’re all out of grapes.” 
 
    “Oh,” Zok says, pouting. 
 
    “Can I get you something else?” 
 
    “No, that’s all right.” 
 
    “Is there anything wrong?” 
 
    “Stella, do you ever wonder why you do it? I mean, why you do the things you do, and what it is you’re after in life?” 
 
    “I don’t wonder about those types of things, honey. I’m a computer. I’m programmed to do the things I do.” 
 
    “Right, right,” he says, as if reminding himself, “a computer.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t worry about things like that,” she tells him. “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “You’re programmed to say that.” 
 
    “Yes, but I like to think that even if I wasn’t, I’d still believe it,” Stella assures him, in a soft, soothing tone designed to replicate sincerity. 
 
    Zok uncertainly sips his tea and gazes out the window, lost in thought. He’s startled out of his stupor when a hatch underneath the dashboard flips open. Inside he finds a deluxe humanoid burger, topped with a thick slice of green cheese and a big gooey glob of tree-nut butter – his favorite. 
 
    “You always know how to cheer me up,” Zok says, as he bites into the mammoth, bloody person-patty, fatty juices trailing down his chin. “Just the way I like it,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Of course.” Stella titters, electronically. “All the fixin’s.” 
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    “Umm, hello? Is anyone there?” Adam shouts from the window of the Asteroid Jones II into the mouth of a giant anthropomorphized moon. 
 
    “Thank you for choosing Moon Burger, would you like to try our Galactic Collision combo?” a high-pitched whine asks, in bizarre juxtaposition to the goggle-eyed cartoon character from which it emerges. 
 
    “Uh, no thanks,” Adam says as he quickly scans the menu plastered above the moon man’s toothy grin. “Give me a… Sunshine Burger, with cheese.” 
 
    “That’s one Sunshine Burger with no cheese,” the voice says. 
 
    “No, with cheese,” Adam says. 
 
    “One Sunshine Burger with no cheese,” the voice repeats. “Will that be all?” 
 
    “I do want cheese.” 
 
    “Please pull around,” the voice tells him. 
 
    Adam pulls up to the drive-thru, and a check appears on his ship’s window. “Chit, that’s two weeks worth of rations.” Sighing, he presses his thumb to it, and a smiling girl with leathery skin and dark reflective eyes leans out the window and hands him a paper bag. 
 
    “Thanks for visiting Moon Burger,” she says, and her tongue flicks across her lip as she glances at the line of ships piling up behind him. 
 
    Adam opens the bag, snatches the sandwich, and starts unwrapping it. 
 
    “Please pull forward, sir,” the girl impatiently instructs. 
 
    “I just want to make sure,” Adam says. “It does have cheese.” 
 
    The girl smirks, and Adam pulls off into a spot at the edge of the parking lot. His stomach gurgles as he lifts the bright bun to his mouth and ravenously bites into it, spilling out sunny yolk over a yellow-orange simulacrum of poultry. 
 
    “That’s a good ham,” he mumbles. 
 
    With a gooey finger, he swipes his ship’s window, and the movie he had been watching starts where it left off – with a lunatic in a decapitated pig’s head swinging a giant chainsaw. With his eyes glued to the grisly scene, Adam chews and sighs contentedly. 
 
    “BAAAMP, BAAAAAAMP…” a horn echoes through the parking lot, loud enough that Adam can hear it over the screaming chainsaw. He sticks his head out the window to see what all the noise is about, and he spots a wooly, tattooed man in a tank top waving his fist from inside a familiar wood-paneled junker. 
 
    “Turn that chit down!” the guy shouts. 
 
    “What’s your problem, ackle?” Adam yells back. 
 
    “My problem is that chit you’re blasting across the parking lot! This is a family joint. Turn it off, or I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    Adam juts his thumb out, cranks the volume, and the screech of the chainsaw echoes out across the lot. He casually finishes his burger, pretending not to be bothered by the ear-splitting noise ringing through his ship’s cabin, until the junker finally takes off, its horn blaring as it passes. 
 
    “All right, enough messing around,” Adam tells himself. He lowers the volume, tosses his crumpled wrapper over his shoulder, and opens a list of addresses on the window. “Misery Acres, here we come.” 
 
    Once he’s outside the dome and on course, he leans against the dash and stares out at the night sky, quickly succumbing to a condition commonly known as “starry eyes” – a trance-like state resulting from the relative stillness of distant stars when viewed from a moving ship. He spends most of the trip this way, occasionally regaining consciousness to swipe away advertisements. When an ad for Ol’ Guard Lite startles him awake, he angrily pushes it off the screen, and it’s instantly replaced by another one for a place called The Tannhäuser Gate, promising to be ‘the last bar this side of the galaxy.’ 
 
    “It’s a persuasive selling point,” Adam mutters. He looks at the ad for a moment and then taps it. “Chit, I’ve got time.” 
 
    The Asteroid Jones II responds by veering away from its route, toward a speck of jagged rock orbiting a rusty gas giant. Adam guides his ship through the moon’s airlock and deboards, pausing as he traverses the dusty parking lot to gaze up at the looming planet enveloped in clouds of swirling brown and orange vapor. 
 
    The bar is quiet when he enters, a few seats occupied by silent day-drinkers. Light reflected from the planet outside spills in through a wide window along the wall, casting a copper sheen over the room. 
 
    Adam’s sneakers leave prints in the thick layer of dust coating the cracked and faded floorboards as he walks past empty tables and hops onto a stool at the bar. The bartender, burly and bleary eyed, grunts and nods. 
 
    “Ol’ Guard,” Adam says. 
 
    “Two crits,” the bartender grumbles. He retrieves a can from the grimy fridge behind him, cracks it, and places it on the bar. 
 
    Adam presses his thumb onto the counter, wipes the dirt from the bartender’s cruddy fingers off the can’s mouthpiece, and eagerly gulps his beer as he swivels to survey the room. The sparse clientele, hunched and haggard, lean over their tables motionless, save for the occasional lifting and sipping of beers. Glancing down the bar, Adam notices a dark, hairy scrapper bursting out of a tank top who looks vaguely familiar. As Adam tries to place him, the guy glances up, and a look of angry recognition passes over his face. 
 
    “You son of a perch.” The brute stands and stomps across the bar, flexing his tattoo-covered biceps. 
 
    “Hey, hey…” Adam tumbles off his stool and holds his hands up in defense. “No hard feelings, man. Come on, let me buy you a drink.” He waves to the bartender. “Two Ol’ Guards.” 
 
    “Hmph,” the man snorts, and sits. 
 
    Adam tentatively sticks out his hand as he climbs back onto his stool. “Adam Jones.” 
 
    The guy looks at the fragile paw and finally crushes it in a vice-grip. “Ken Sink.” 
 
    “I’m guessing from your ship, and demeanor, that you’re a scrapper too.” 
 
    Ken slugs from his beer and runs a hand through his beard. “Yeah, who isn’t in these parts?”  
 
    “Ha, I guess you’re right. Any luck out there?” 
 
    Ken glares and turns back to his beer. “Nah, not with everyone and their mothers out combing the galaxy. Truth is, I’m running on empty.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. I used to have an apartment there. But I stand as living proof that the tables can turn, sometimes.” 
 
    “You have a good haul?” 
 
    “Haul of a lifetime. You hear about the Traxis-Zorma war?” 
 
    Ken slams his beer onto the bar, and a current of foam erupts out over the rim. “Chit, don’t tell me you got in on that.” 
 
    “On the ground floor, my friend,” Adam says, producing a self-satisfied belch. 
 
    “I headed that way as soon as I heard,” Ken says. “But by the time I got there, the place was mobbed.” 
 
    “Are you boys talkin’ ‘bout that big mess out off-uh route Sally?” They turn to find a wizened man with gray hair and an Ol’ Guard mesh cap waving to them from a table on the bar floor. 
 
    “That’s right, pops,” Ken says. 
 
    “Why, I remember the greatest scrap I ever got a piece of,” the old man says. “That must a been… chit, almost eighty years ‘go. Wasn’t nothin’ like this one, though. Why don’t you boys come keep an ol’ space pirate company?” 
 
    Adam and Ken glance at each other, shrug, and snatch their beers off the bar as they slump down from their stools and plod to the back of the stuffy room. 
 
    “Scrapper Jack,” the man introduces himself. “Actually, I go by ‘Ol Scrapper Jack ‘nymore. In fact, it shit probly jist be ‘Ol Jack at this point. I don’t do much scrappin’ these tays.” 
 
    “Well you’re not missing much,” Ken says. “It’s mostly one long, dark, lonely night.” 
 
    “Yup, solitute is an inescapable part a the scrap life.” Ol’ Jack sighs and slurps from his can. “Can’t say I miss that part so much. But the adventure, the discovery – that’s what makes it all worthwhile.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” Adam finishes his beer and waves to the bartender. “Three more back here.” 
 
    “Cheers,” Ol’ Jack says. “Now tell me more ‘bout that big, beautiful pile a treasure out there.” He leans forward on his elbows and smiles wide, revealing half a dozen crooked teeth jutting from dark, discolored gums. 
 
    Over the next beer, Adam animatedly recounts his latest adventure to rapt applause and incredulous heckling. Another old scrapper comes over to investigate the increasingly spirited dialogue and is soon inviting himself to join their table. As Ken re-enacts the events surrounding his all time best haul, two furry women in leather jackets enter the bar and, after hearing the tale’s embarrassing conclusion, they buy the table a commiserative round of pitchers. By the time Jack finishes telling about his long-lost scrapper love, half a dozen more sloshed strangers have joined in, all eager to share their own implausible, sometimes bitterly tragic, often hysterically calamitous episodes of scrap life. After countless hours and beers, the stories devolve into an uproarious, drunken sing-along, to which, of course, everyone knows the words – 
 
      
 
    Space is the place for you and me,
The only place we want to be! 
 
      
 
    From planet to planet we wander the stars,
But only when we’re not at the bar! 
 
      
 
    We search for treasure out on the black sea,
To adventure, excitement no strangers are we! 
 
      
 
    But we never lose sight of what’s near for what’s far,
At the end of the day, we’re back at the bar! 
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    “I’m tired of waiting around,” The One complains. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought this was going to be an adventure.” Pants dramatically folds her arms and pouts at the camera. 
 
    “This is what you have to do to get your hands on the rich stuff,” Beer says. 
 
    “I don’t care,” The One says, squirming in his seat. “This is boring. Let’s just go in there and see what’s going on.” 
 
    Beer carefully removes his glasses and wipes them on his t-shirt. “We don’t even know if they have the element. And so far, the Ears haven’t spotted us. It’s better if we keep off their radar.” 
 
    “Beer is right,” Horton says, his real voice and altered chat voice garbling together to form a third, inhuman speech pattern inside of his dark cabin. “We have an advantage as long as they don’t know we’re here. This is a perfect spot to blend in. There are weird ships all over the place.” The soft lights from the dashboard outline the deft movements of his hands in the otherwise pervasive darkness as he obsessively searches for information on the object they’re chasing. 
 
    “Plus, how would we know if we found it?” Beer asks. “We don’t even know what it looks like.” 
 
    “Another good point,” Horton says. “I’m working on that now.” 
 
    “Well my fans are getting bored.” Pants rolls her eyes and throws her head back. “They’re tuning out. We have to do something.” 
 
    “We are doing something,” Beer says. “And we’re not doing it for your fans.” 
 
    Horton glances out the sliver of his ship’s window that is unobstructed by files and video feeds, and he zooms in on the moon’s surface. “Hey, check it out. The Ear is coming out already. It looks like he’s empty-handed. He’s talking to some pink guy.” 
 
    “That’s offensive,” Pants says. 
 
    “How is that offensive?” Horton asks. “He is pink.” 
 
    “You said it derog-ator-ily,” Pants says. 
 
    “I did not. Anyway, you’re not even pink.” 
 
    “I am a defender of all things pink!” Pants declares. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Beer says. “I think he’s heading to his ship.” 
 
    The luxury military fighter takes off from the parking lot and cuts to the front of the long line of departing junkers. Moments later, it exits the dome and rejoins the small fleet of Ears hovering on the moon’s periphery. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” Pants asks. 
 
    “We wait for them to make a move and we follow,” Horton says. 
 
    “Are we gonna chase these ackles all over the universe?” The One moans. “We’re gonna miss dinner.” 
 
    “This was your idea!” Beer reminds his brother. “We’re finally onto something, and now you want to quit? This is just starting to get exciting. Let’s see where they’re headed.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Pants cheers.  
 
    “There they go,” Horton announces. “I’ll trail them.” 
 
    “How come you always get to lead?” Pants asks. 
 
    Glancing back at the gigantic pink kitten in his rearview, Horton says, “Do you really need to ask?” He stays on the Ears’ tails until they get up to cruising speed and then falls back and engages his ship’s autopilot. 
 
    “Any idea where we’re going?” Beer asks. 
 
    Horton pulls up a map of their current location and zooms out to see where the Ears are headed. “They’re on course for Misery Acres.” 
 
    “Misery Acres? There’s nothing out there,” The One says. “This guy probably got tricked. Why else would anyone help the Ears?” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Horton says. “Those are high-ranking ships – much fancier and more expensive than the patrol boats back home. They wouldn’t be this far from home without a good reason.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to Misery Acres,” Pants cries. “This is exciting!” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited, Pants,” The One tells her. “It’s just a bunch of rocks and crummy old space homes. All the bumper stickers start ‘I’d rather be…’” 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but he’s right,” Beer says. “It’s kind of a dump. But so far it’s the biggest clue that we’re on the right track. Misery Acres is exactly the type of far out place I’d expect this mission to take us.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” Horton says. “The evidence is mounting.” 
 
    “Yay!” Pants holds her fingers up in a ‘V’ and winks into the camera. 
 
    “Get comfortable.” Settling in, Horton stretches his arms, tilts his head back, and drips illicit prescription strength regenerative eye drops in his eyes. “It’s going to be a while.” 
 
    “A while?” The One says, a concerned frown forming on his face. “What’ll we do ‘til then?” 
 
    “Touch yourself,” Beer cracks. 
 
    The One laughs and shakes his head. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    While Horton doesn’t entirely mind the sounds of his friends arguing, right now he needs to concentrate, so he mutes and shrinks their feeds. He presses a button on the dash and loud electronic music throbs from his ship’s speakers. His mini fridge casts a dark blue light over the cockpit as he reaches inside for a can of Big L@lz, which claims in bold neon letters to provide ‘48 MANIC HOURS WITH NO CRASH!’ He chugs half the can and trains his strained eyes back on the window, where pages of information instantaneously open and close as he navigates the digital waters. So far the only evidence he’s been able to find that the element even exists originates almost entirely from unverifiable anecdotes of dubious origin. The few reputable names who do reference the object treat it as if it were nothing more than a backspace legend. 
 
    Unable to hear his own voice over the thumping music, he mutters, “Unreal.” 
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    Stars dot the dark like pixels on a television sky, lulling Adam into a state of starry-eyed catatonia as a grainy video plays in front of the empty passenger seat – a porch swing rhythmically beats itself against the side of an old ramshackle cabin in the woods – adding another dimension to his hypnosis. 
 
    When he feels his ship slowing, he breaks from his trance and manually navigates the field of floating rock. A flicker of light glints in the distance, and soon the old dust-caked dome comes into view. He presses a button on the dashboard, and the garage door shielding the dome’s airlock grinds open. 
 
    Adam lands the Asteroid Jones II in a patch of dirt on the edge of the sprawling lawn and drunkenly stumbles out. As he plods over the brown grass, he finishes off an Ol’ Guard and tosses the empty can amongst a heap of scrap poking out of the weeds. It clinks against the decaying remains of an old cockpit, and he momentarily recalls playing inside of it as a kid, pretending to do all the things he actually does now. 
 
    “It was more fun then,” he mumbles to himself. 
 
    The big house, its dingy white paint layered thick over rare planks of ancient alien lumber, looks just like it did back then, only more so. 
 
    Adam knocks hard on the towering front door and cracks it open. “Hello?” 
 
    The house is silent as he steps inside. Rooms on either side of the doorway and the staircase to the second floor are dark. 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    He stomps on the hardwood floor to announce his presence as he walks toward a soft yellow light at the end of the long hallway leading to the den. Inside the bright cavern, books line the walls and are spread out across the floor and tables. Grandpa’s tattered red chair faces the ever-squawking antique television mounted above the crackling fireplace, and Adam can see little tufts of silver hair poking up over the tall back. 
 
    “Hi,” Adam calls out as he approaches. “Grandpa?”  
 
    The old man’s fragile frame is motionless, and Adam cautiously pokes at it. 
 
    “Wah!” Grandpa shouts, learching up. 
 
    Adam stumbles back, tripping over a small table and nearly into the fire. “What the fish is wrong with you?” 
 
    “I got you.” Grandpa chuckles, wiping the tears from his sunken cheeks. “I suppose one of these days I really will have bit the space dust. But not yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s hilarious,” Adam says. “You almost gave me a heart attack.” 
 
    Grandpa grabs Adam and hugs him. “What are you doing here? I thought you were out roaming the galaxy.” 
 
    “It got boring out there all alone with no one around to criticize my every move.” Adam grins. 
 
    “Come on, sit down,” Grandpa points Adam to the chair next to his, picks up a book from the table, and flips it open. “I’ve been reading about ghosts and spirits. People have been researching the phenomenon for thousands of years. Did you know that? And they’re still coming to the same conclusion. Do they exist? Does life continue beyond death? I can sum it up in one word – maybe. This guy rambles on about it for 473 pages.” 
 
    “That’s… something,” Adam says. “But check this out—” 
 
    “And there’s something called a ghost-planet.” Grandpa laughs, pointing to his book. “No one can prove they exist, and there’s supposedly a whole planet of the things.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s weird all right,” Adam says. “But I found something even more interesting—” 
 
    “How’s it been out there lately?” Grandpa asks. “It was hard enough when I was scrappin’, but with all the competition these days… of course, there’s always more scrap. And you got fancier ships now. We used to fly around the universe in metal tubs that were held together by little more than a weld and a prayer—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but listen for a second,” Adam pleads. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    “Well I know something about everything.” Grandpa leans back, and his old chair creaks under him. “I probably haven’t seen it all. But if I haven’t seen it, I’ve heard of it. Still, you have to be careful. There’s a lot of dangerous stuff out there. I remember, it must have been fifty years ago now, Doug Akinmeier was poking around some abandoned outpost and brought back a big industrial generator. I told him it looked busted, but he gets it running, and the thing right away sends a long crack down the middle of his dome. If it’d gone any deeper, he would’ve been sucked right out into space. Dougie lucked out that day. He kept kickin’ for some thirty odd years after that, until that old dome finally did crack open—” 
 
    Adam wrenches the cube out of his pocket, and Grandpa immediately abandons his story to examine it.  
 
    “Well that’s a weird thing,” Grandpa says, snatching the object from Adam’s hand. “It kind of sucks the light up. It’s like some sort of ore. Only I’ve never seen any ore that looked quite like this.” He holds the thing close to his face and then smacks it against the arm of his chair. 
 
    “Hey!” Adam shouts, reaching for the cube, but Grandpa moves it out of reach. 
 
    “Let’s take a closer look,” Grandpa says, jumping up. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Adam yells. “Don’t break it.” 
 
    Grandpa hurries from the room, and Adam follows him through the hall and down a flight of handcrafted stairs that wobble and creak under their feet. The basement is crammed with old tools and boxes of scrap collected over the course of a lifetime.  
 
    Grandpa places the object under a giant microscope on his workbench. “Found this beauty in an abandoned Ear research facility. I wasn’t sure I’d ever use it, but it’s come in handy more times than I can remember.” He stands over the machine, squints into the eyepiece, and adjusts one of the knobs. “Hmm, that’s odd.” 
 
    “What?” Adam asks. “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Grandpa says. 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “Its surface doesn’t show any tool marks, but it’s a near-perfect cube. I should be able to see some evidence of polishing, ‘specially with this baby. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it formed this way naturally.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Beats me,” Grandpa says. 
 
    “Hmph, all right.” Adam throws up his hands and starts stomping back up the stairs. “It was worth a shot.”  
 
    “Hold on a second,” Grandpa yells, still staring at the cube. “Don’t you want it back?” 
 
    “Nah, you keep it,” Adam says. “There’s nothing I can do with it.” 
 
    “There’s something familiar about it.” Grandpa chases Adam upstairs into the hall, turning the thing over in his hands. “I’ve never seen anything like it, but maybe I read about it somewhere, or – hey, where are you going?” 
 
    Adam opens the front door and sticks his foot out on the porch. “I’m going back to the bar. This is the first time I’ve had extra money since,” he pauses to think, “ever. I want to enjoy it a little.” 
 
    “You don’t have to leave yet,” Grandpa says, pulling Adam away from the door. “Set a spell. Take your shoes off. Tell me what you’ve been up to.” 
 
    “All right…” Adam sighs and reluctantly follows the old man back down the hall and into the den. “I’ll stay for a few space minutes.” 
 
    He sits in the chair next to Grandpa’s, which has, like all rarely sat-in chairs of the vintage, grown increasingly stiff and uncomfortable with age. 
 
    “That’s one thing I’ll always remember,” Adam says, pointing to the fire wriggling in front of his feet. “This was the only place I ever saw a real one. I hope your air filter’s working.” 
 
    “Impractical though it may be, it reminds me of my childhood,” Grandpa says. “But each generation sheds another layer of the past. Finally it’s the fireplace’s turn to go, I s’pose. So tell me where you found this thing.” 
 
    “It was the biggest pile of high-grade scrap I ever saw,” Adam says, becoming animated. “Like some beautiful ocean of trash, the remnants of two of the oldest space empires stretched as far as the eye could see.” 
 
    Grandpa juggles the cube between his hands. “That must’ve been something. I had my share of war bounty. My buddies and I worked it so we could intercept encrypted classified communications from the different armies. We’d find out when two of ‘em were getting ready to implode, and we’d hangout nearby and collect what was left before the space dust settled. That’s one thing war is good for – all the scrap.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe it.” Adam waves his arms in the air, trying to recapture the majesty of the moment. “It’s the closest I’ve ever come to finding actual treasure.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d believe it,” Grandpa says. “The empires spend an unspace-godly amount of crits fighting each other. Even Ponce Raleigh famously spent his life, and a considerable amount of his empire’s wealth, searching for some treasure that was all in his head. He lost everything trying to get a little more.” Grandpa shakes his head. “Always remember…” 
 
    Adam gives Grandpa a moment and finally asks, “Always remember what?” 
 
    But Grandpa just stares off into space. 
 
    “Okay, well I’m out of here,” Adam says. “It’s always good seeing you.” He stands to leave, but Grandpa grabs his wrist. 
 
    “Hold on a minute.” With a sudden urgency, Grandpa jumps from his chair and begins furiously searching through books. 
 
    “Really,” Adam says. “I’ve finally got some time off, and all I want to do is drink it away. I’ll come back and see you soon.” 
 
    “Here it is.” Reaching up to a high shelf along the back wall of the cluttered room, Grandpa pulls out an old tome with an unmarked black binding and begins thumbing through it. “This is a copy of Raleigh’s notebook. I bought it years ago as the curiosity it’s widely thought to be – a glimpse into the mind of a madman.” 
 
    “That’s great but I’m really not up to another history lesson right now,” Adam says. 
 
    “The object of his fatal quest was something mythical,” Grandpa says, ignoring Adam’s attempts to extricate himself. “Raleigh theorized that a small amount of a unique element, what he speculated would be an object of exceptional durability, formed at the same instant the universe burst forth.” He turns the book for Adam to see. “He called it black gold.” 
 
    Adam scratches his head as he attempts to decipher the page. “You mean texas tea?” 
 
    “Don’t be a chidiot,” Grandpa says. “That’s fool’s black gold. I’m talking about the real thing. It would be the rarest, most valuable substance in the universe. But Raleigh didn’t even know what it would look like, only joking that it would be ‘fitting if it were black, to camouflage it against the darkness of space and provide me with yet another insurmountable hurdle in my quest.’ More than once he questions his sanity in Chasing a Shadow. As everyone knows, he never found what he was searching for.” 
 
    “So what’s the point of all this?” Adam asks, and Grandpa grins, holding up the cube. “You mean, you think that thing could be the black gold? Ha, I doubt it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Grandpa says. “It’s possible, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s possible. And it’s possible you’re hiding a room full of beautiful alien women back here. But I wouldn’t bet a crit on it. Anyway, if nobody knows what it looks like, how are we supposed to figure out if it’s the real deal?” 
 
    “I might have a way.” Grandpa wags his finger and scurries out of the room with a smile plastered over his face. 
 
    Doors slam, something clanks, and angry curses echo through the hall. A few minutes later, Grandpa returns carrying a big, metal box with a long antenna sticking out of the top. 
 
    “What the fish is that?” Adam asks. 
 
    “It’s s’posed to be a working replica of the machine Raleigh used to search for the black gold,” Grandpa says. 
 
    “But he never found it.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Grandpa concedes. “But in his book, he posits that he’d have to get pret-ty close to the thing before the machine could detect it. I took it scrappin’ with me for a while, but I never did get it to work.” 
 
    “So how is it going to help us?” Adam asks. 
 
    Grandpa shrugs. “Maybe it won’t.” He twists a knob on the front of the box, and a loud beeping erupts. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Adam yells over the shrill sound. 
 
    Grandpa just stares, his mouth hanging open. “I don’t know. It’s never done this before. As a matter of fact, it’s never done anything.” 
 
    Adam snatches the cube out of Grandpa’s hand and inspects it. “You don’t think?” 
 
    “You’ve struck black gold!” Grandpa shouts. 
 
    “Wait a minute. We don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “What else could it be? I was never sure this thing was even on. Now it’s goin’ haywire. I think you found what Raleigh never could.” 
 
    The men stare at the cube for a moment, in solemn, slack-jawed awe of its incredible rareness. 
 
    “Wh-oa,” Adam moans. “What do you think it’s worth?” 
 
    “It’s worth more than anything in the whole universe,” Grandpa says. 
 
    “Yeah, but how much is that? And who could possibly afford to buy it?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. One person comes to mind. Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t even consider sending you to him. But these aren’t normal circumstances.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s called The Foreman,” Grandpa says. “If a piece of scrap changes hands anywhere in the galaxy, he knows about it.” 
 
    “Will you turn that thing off?” Adam shouts. 
 
    Grandpa turns the knob, and the machine quiets. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Adam asks, and Grandpa shrugs. “It’s like a high pitched ringing.” 
 
    “I can barely hear anything,” Grandpa says. 
 
    “All right, I’ll take the black gold to this Foreman guy,” Adam decides. 
 
     “The Foreman is a dangerous person.” Grandpa’s tone suddenly turns serious. “And others will be after that thing, some willing to risk their lives for it. The sooner you get rid of it, the better.” 
 
    “I know, I know…” 
 
    “I’m not kidding. This isn’t some regular ol’ piece of scrap. Part of me wants to tell you not to go.” 
 
    “But I know you still feel that ol’ scrapper’s curiosity,” Adam says. “What’s it saying?” 
 
    Grandpa shakes his head and smiles. “I just want you to be careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll be a piece of ration cake,” Adam says. “So where do I find The Foreman?” 
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    A bell chimes from behind the velvet drape, just loud enough for Ms. Chibois to hear from the lobby. Briefly abandoning her post at the counter, she steps through the curtain, down the hall, and into a brightly lit room, where she empties the clean blankets and pillowcases from the industrial dryer into a basket on the floor. She lugs the heavy basket back to the front of the building and begins her meticulous folding ritual, which, after decades of practice, has become rote. 
 
    But before she can finish the first sheet, the front door opens, and she shuffles out from behind the desk to assist a disheveled alien with green, pocked skin as he wobbles into the lobby. 
 
    “Let me help you find some space,” she tells him, cheerily. 
 
    With a sad grin, the man nods and allows Ms. Chibois to guide his emaciated body, first over to the counter to pay, and then across the lobby into the adjoining room. Leading him through a tangle of sleeping customers, she sits him down against the wall, between a dwarf covered in alien tribal tattoos and a bleary-eyed gray. The man licks his lips when she produces a small pipe and lighter from the pocket of her coat, and he snatches them, lighting the contents of the pipe. After a moment, his body turns limp, and Ms. Chibois unobtrusively slips the pipe from his hand and tiptoes back out of the room, careful not to disturb any of the other customers scattered around the floor. 
 
    As soon as she steps into the lobby, she hears a tinkling from a distant corner of the building. She swiftly glides behind the counter, through the curtain, and sees a rotund human in a business suit, one of the nameless wealthy clientele who pay through anonymous accounts, waving a bell from a bed at the back of the room. She hurries to his aid, checking on her other customers as she passes. 
 
    When she approaches, the man groans and points over his shoulder. “My back is killing me.” 
 
    Ms. Chibois snatches a pillow from an empty bed and tries to shove it underneath the client’s fleshy frame. “I’m going to need your help.” 
 
    “Ughhh…” He takes a few deep breaths and rolls slightly to one side. 
 
    Ms. Chibois leans into him with her shoulder, straining to support his weight, and somehow manages to stuff the pillow between his meaty back and the creaking bed frame without injury. 
 
    He huffs as he rolls back over and wipes his brow. “Thanks, dear.” 
 
    Ms. Chibois smiles and bows. As she turns back toward the door, she can hear the desk bell ringing in the lobby. 
 
    “Oh, just one more thing.” The man points to his throat. “Could I trouble you for a cup of water?” 
 
    With a smile, she fills a paper cup from one of the coolers lining the walls, and the man shakily grasps it with both hands and gulps it down. 
 
    “Thank you,” he says, with some effort. 
 
    She pats his shoulder and scurries back to the front of the building, where she finds two smiling men in ties and short sleeve shirts waiting for her. 
 
    “Can I help you gentlemen?” she asks, as she steps behind the desk and resumes folding. 
 
    “We’re sorry to bother you, ma’am,” the short one says. “But we’re looking for one of your customers. His name is Adam Jones. We were hoping you could help us find him.” 
 
    She puts down her sheet and scrutinizes the grinning men. “I don’t give out customer information. Sorry.” 
 
    “Ma’am, we’re from the ICA,” the tall one says. “It would really mean a lot if you could help us out here. We wouldn’t want to have to report you.” 
 
    “I don’t care where you’re from,” she says. “You can’t intimidate me. I know my rights. I don’t owe you anything. You have no business here.” 
 
    “Listen, lady…” The tall one leans across the counter. “Just tell us what we want to know, and we’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    In one swift motion, Ms. Chibois slips a thin wooden stick out from underneath the counter and smacks it across his knuckles. 
 
    He yelps and jumps backward, rubbing his fingers. “What’d you do that for?” 
 
    “Hey,” the small one says. “We’re not going to hurt anybody.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Ms. Chibois steps out from behind the counter, her smacking-stick held high. 
 
    But before she has a chance to punish the troublemakers further, the door swings open, and a high-ranking Ear, in his conspicuous black and white uniform, enters the lobby. 
 
    “Fish, what now?” She retreats behind the desk and sets her stick down but doesn't take her hand off it. 
 
    “Excuse me gentlemen, but I have pressing business,” the Ear tells the two ICA chidiots cowering in the corner. “Good day, ma’am.” 
 
    “I don’t want any more trouble,” Ms. Chibois tells him. 
 
    “Nor do I,” the Ear says. “Please allow me to introduce myself; I am Vice Admiral Zok of the United Empires.” 
 
    “I can see who you are,” she says. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a man who I am told frequents your establishment,” the Ear says. “His name is Adam Jones. It is of great importance that I locate him. If you have any information pertaining to his whereabouts—” 
 
    “I already told them.” She points at the debt collectors. “I’m not telling any of you anything.” 
 
    The Ear glances over his shoulder. “Nevertheless, this is a matter of universal security. I must insist, on behalf of the UE, that you provide me with any and all information you possess regarding Adam Jones’s location.” 
 
    As Ms. Chibois considers various painful ways of getting rid of her intruders, the door bursts open, and boisterous, chaotic chatter descends on the room. 
 
    A young girl in a neon pink dress skips into the lobby. “Haha, wow!” she shouts. 
 
    A chubby boy follows, slurping on a bright blue ration-pop. “Look at the crazy wallpaper.” 
 
    “What is this place?” another boy asks, as he wipes a pair of thick glasses on his shirt. 
 
    “I knew it was gonna be brule,” the chubby boy says. “I told Horton to come, but…” He shrugs. 
 
    “You know how he is about his privacy,” the boy with the glasses says. 
 
    “Look at this place, you guys,” the girl tells her phone as she wanders the room. 
 
    “Okay guys,” the boy with the glasses says. “Let’s see if we can—” he stops when he notices the roomful of adults glaring at them. 
 
    “Hi,” the girl says. 
 
    “No, no, no.” Ms. Chibois tramps out from behind the counter and makes a shooing motion with her hands. “No kids allowed.” 
 
    “Can’t we just take a look around?” the chubby boy asks. 
 
    “It’s not for you,” she tells him. 
 
    Before she can stop them, the kids split up to evade capture. The boy with the glasses ducks past her while the chubby one pokes behind her desk and the girl twirls around the room talking to her phone. 
 
    “If you would be so kind as to provide me with the information I’m looking for, I will get out of your way,” the Ear says. 
 
    “What’s wrong with these people?” the boy with the glasses asks, as he peeks into the next room. 
 
    “Enough!” Ms. Chibois yells, and she smacks her stick against the counter to produce an ear-splitting thwack. “Everyone out! This is a private adult establishment. No kids allowed.” She yanks the chubby boy’s ear and drags him to the door. 
 
    “I don’t have whatever you’re looking for.” She glares alternately at the Ear and the ICA chidiots. “If you want information, you don’t come here. You go see The Foreman.” 
 
    “Who’s The Foreman?” the chubby boy asks. 
 
    “Never mind, boy,” Ms. Chibois says. “You and your friends go home.” With an agility that catches the kids by surprise, she quickly wrangles the rest of them and shoves them out the door. 
 
    The debt collectors raise their hands in defense when she shifts her attention onto them. “Yes, The Foreman,” the short one says, and they slink out. 
 
    The Ear opens his mouth, but before he can speak, he wisely shuts it and follows after the others. 
 
    With peace and quiet restored, Ms. Chibois sighs and steps back behind the desk to resume her folding, only to set it aside when she hears the faint tinkle of a distant bell steadily tolling. 
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    Thousands of tiny lights busily navigate the congested airways below as the Asteroid Jones II passes over the fabled artificial moon. The dark satellite appears almost organic, as if it spontaneously grew out of the void; its shadowy surface is covered in tangled roadways that branch out like metal veins toward the undeveloped edges, facilitating its constant, insatiable expansion. 
 
    Adam is just beginning to wonder how he’ll ever find The Foreman in amongst the sprawling metropolis, when he spies the glowing black megastructure creeping over the horizon. A dark beacon wedging into the sky, it dwarfs the surrounding skyscrapers. 
 
    As he gapes out at the incredible edifice, an ad appears on his ship’s window. “Welcome to Scrapper’s Delight! At Scrapper’s Delight, you’ll find everything you…” a spastic man’s voice announces over glamour shots of the pyramid, and Adam impatiently swipes it away. 
 
    He spots a parking space only a few hundred aisles from the building’s entrance and almost collides with a tour ship full of senior citizens rushing to claim it. Before he disembarks, he snatches the cube of black gold off the dash and stuffs it into his pocket, where it bulges conspicuously.  
 
    As he steps out onto the moon’s metal surface, he joins a mass of tourists who are busy gawking up at the dark pyramid and awkwardly posing for videos in front of it. Oohs and ahhs abound. 
 
    When Adam reaches the pyramid, he notices that it’s constructed of some type of glowing black stone. He presses his hand to it, and the dark phosphorescence emitted from its surface bends under his touch. 
 
    “Neat!” he exclaims. 
 
    Inside, the lobby is bustling with vacationing families, retirees, college kids, buskers, hucksters, grifters, and gamblers from every corner of the universe. They shove past Adam in an unnavigable and unrelenting torrent, fiercly flowing toward distant, invisible corners of the seemingly boundless building. 
 
    The ceiling is just a vague blue dot high above, and as Adam is staring up at it, wobbling with vertigo, someone bangs into his elbow and growls, “Move it!” 
 
    A woman howls as he accidentally steps on her foot, and he starts grasping at shirts and arms to keep himself afloat. After a few harrowing moments orienting himself with the flow of the tide, he pushes his way through the crowd toward a big sign with the word ‘INFORMATION’ printed in a bunch of different languages. 
 
    “Ahoy!” a grinning woman with flat, luminous features greets him as he approaches the giant kiosk. “Allow me to navigate you toward your destination.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m in the right place,” Adam shouts over the roar of the crowd. “I’m looking for The Foreman.” 
 
    The woman’s smile shrinks and she squints at him, skeptically. “The Foreman? Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No, do I need one?” 
 
    “Not if you’re the space king,” she says. 
 
    “There’s a space king?” 
 
    “That was a joke.” She smirks and shakes her head. “The Foreman is booked for five years, UST.” 
 
    “Five years?” Adam says. “What’ll I do ‘til then?” 
 
    “That’s up to you, sir,” the woman says. “I can set an appointment for you.” 
 
    He glances around the room, weighing his options. “Yeah all right, go ahead.” 
 
    “Great,” she says, cheerily. “Place your thumb on the counter.” She looks down at the screen in front of her and frowns. “Mr. Adam Jones,” she says, surprised. “Why didn’t you say so? You have an open appointment.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “You’re to be sent directly to The Foreman upon arrival.” 
 
    “O-kay…” 
 
    “Step down to the end of the hall, past Sensual Candlemaking,” she instructs. “Inside the elevator, press the button for ‘Waste Management.’” 
 
    “Sensual Candlemaking?” 
 
    “Just down the hall,” she says, pointing. 
 
    Wading through a sea of damp alien bodies, Adam stumbles into the hallway and shuffles past a group of excited tourists fighting to see inside a room full of elderly humanoids violating themselves with hot wax. 
 
    “I can’t look away,” one of them mumbles. 
 
    Adam squeezes onto the elevator and presses the button for ‘Waste Management.’ A woman a few decades his senior glances at him out of the corner of her eye and grunts as the box jerks into motion. Above the door, a screen indicates department names as they speed past – Lobby, Receiving, Organ Harvesting, Gift Shop, Gift Wrapping, Light Petting, More Gifts, Souvenirs, Accounting, Fudgery, Other Fudgery, and countless more. The passengers get off, one by one, until Adam is the only one left.  
 
    The elevator shoots up to the ninety-seventh floor and finally slows to a stop, opening to a small room with waterlogged floorboards and walls adorned with colorful buoys. 
 
    A very tan man with bright teeth grins as Adam steps toward the desk. “Ahoy!” he says, his swollen muscles visible even through his thick yellow rain slicker. “Please have a seat.” Beaming, he announces to no one, “Adam Jones is here.” 
 
    “Uh, are you The Foreman?” Adam asks, but the fisherman just grins, staring into space. 
 
    After a long while, a door in the wall slides open. The fisherman motions toward the doorway, and Adam steps into the dim cabin. Fishing nets and other peculiar and ancient-looking objects hang on the walls. Virtual droplets of water drip from the ceiling, splashing out of existence as they hit the deck. Near the back of the room, a tall, thin woman with a long mane of blonde hair, her soft shoulders exposed above a formfitting red dress, shuffles shadowy objects atop a large wood desk. 
 
    “Ahoy! Can I get you something to drink?” she asks, in a lilting, indiscernible accent. 
 
    “I’ll have an Ol’ Guard, if you got it,” Adam says. 
 
    The woman bends over, theatrically, and retrieves a can from a small bar underneath the desk. She empties the beer into a glass mug and turns toward Adam. Her bright, impenetrable eyes – like Debbie Harry circa Videodrome – reveal themselves as she steps into the light and hands him the mug. 
 
    Adam swiftly gulps down half the contents and belches, “Buaaa, I thought I was going to meet The Foreman.” 
 
    The woman smiles and gives him a curious look. “The pleasure is mine.” 
 
    “Oh,” Adam says. “I guess I thought you were a man.” 
 
    “A mistake often made by men.” She laughs and motions to a wood bench in front of a crackling fire. “Won’t you have a seat?” 
 
    “Is that an artificial fire?” Adam asks as he sits, squirming against the hard bench. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she says, sipping dark liquid from her glass. “I find it soothing.” 
 
    “I spotted it right away. You know, you could have a real fire in here, if you wanted. They’re kind of expensive nowadays, but I’m sure you could afford it, judging by the look of this place.” 
 
    “But this is better than a real fire,” she says. “It lights the room, produces heat. It even looks like a real flame.” 
 
    Adam shrugs. “Personally, I always preferred the real thing.” 
 
    She stares at him through bright, calculating eyes. “Let’s discuss the reason you came here.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s right. How did you know I was coming, anyway? The girl downstairs said I already had an appointment.” 
 
    “That’s simple. I know what you’ve found.” 
 
    Adam laughs and almost spits his beer. “Trust me, you have no idea.” 
 
    She shifts her gaze toward the false flames. “My search for the black gold began many years ago. I became fascinated by Ponce Raleigh and his life-long pursuit. It was strange, the connection I felt with him, like we shared a similar conception of the world. Everyone said it was only a story, but I never believed them.” 
 
    “But how could you know?” Adam asks. “I haven’t told anyone, except my grandpa.” 
 
    “In order to carry on Raleigh’s quest,” she continues, “as so many do, I began scrapping. I realized immediately that the search area was beyond my scope. I needed a way to comb the entire universe, and so I began looking for ways to connect with other scrappers. That’s what led me to create the Simple Centralized Retail Augmented Plexus, or SCRAP as you surely know it. I offered free use of the system to scrap shops the universe over, nearly all of whom, upon understanding its potential, eagerly adopted it. By now, most of the universe has been catalogued.” She takes a sip of black goop from her glass and closes her eyes. “Since the universal economy is heavily dependant on scrap shops, I knew the black gold would reveal itself to me eventually. I programmed the system to alert me whenever it detected an object with a hitherto unknown composition—” 
 
    “So basically you found out I had it when I took it into Ferd’s,” Adam says. 
 
    “Yeah, basically.” She rolls her eyes. 
 
    “But how did you know I’d bring it here?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I have men out searching for you as we speak. It was merely a fortunate coincidence, or perhaps some force beyond what either of us is capable of understanding, that you ended up here. Chalk it up to my fastidious nature that I thought to give you security clearance. I was a little surprised that it was you who found the black gold, based on your trading history. It’s been unremarkable, to say the least.” 
 
    “Yeah well,” Adam says, “sometimes you get lucky.” 
 
    “Yes,” she says, stifling laughter. “Sometimes you get lucky.” 
 
    Finishing the last sip of his beer, he asks, “So, what am I bid for the black gold?” 
 
    She sets her glass down and smiles. “I offer you absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Trying to make sense of her words, Adam says, “What do you mean? You said it yourself – it’s the most valuable object in the universe. It sounds like you’ve been searching for it for a long time. Now you’re telling me you’re not going to give me anything?” 
 
    “Why would I pay, when I can just take it? You have to agree, I have the upper hand.” 
 
    “Pfff…” Adam stands, rubbing his lower back and waving dismissively as he heads for the door. 
 
    “A thousand credits,” she says. 
 
    He stops and turns back. “A thousand crits? I can find somebody in this building who will give me more than that.” 
 
    “You should take the money. It’s worth that much to save me the trouble of tracking you down. But the fact is, I like the chase.” 
 
    “Tracking me down?” 
 
    “I know even an obvious imbecile such as yourself is smart enough to have stashed it somewhere for safekeeping.” 
 
    Adam’s hand twitches as he stops it from reaching for the cube. The Foreman notices the movement and glances toward his bulging pocket. 
 
    “But nothing remains safe forever,” she says. “You’ll have to go back for it eventually. And when you do, I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances,” Adam says. “But wouldn’t you rather make me a real offer right now and avoid all the trouble?” 
 
    “As you so astutely noted, I’ve been waiting a long time. I can wait a little longer. And trust me, it won’t be much longer.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    “Unless…” She gracefully stands and saunters toward him. “Maybe you’d be interested in another kind of trade,” she suggests, reaching toward the bulge in his pants. 
 
    But he backs away. “Uh, I don’t think so. I don’t deal in that currency, valuable as it may be.” 
 
    “In that case, it’s been nice chatting with you.” She reaches out again, and he jumps back as she grasps the doorknob and twists. “I’m sure we’ll meet again, real soon.” 
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    “We should team up,” debt collector A’s voice crackles sleazily. “We’re both chasing the same ship.” 
 
    “We may be looking for the same ship, but we are after two entirely different things,” the Ear snaps back. 
 
    “All we’re saying is seven ships is better than six,” debt collector B’s voice cuts in. “We want to help.” 
 
    “That junker is in possession of UE property, and I will recover it,” the Ear says. “I do not require any assistance.” 
 
    “We don’t care about your property, or whatever,” A says. “All we want is Adam Jones.” 
 
    “Just stay out of my way,” the Ear commands. “Once I have the element, I don’t care what happens to Adam Jones.” 
 
    “You hear that?” The One says, over the team’s private chat. “Sounds like this Adam Jones guy has the element.” 
 
    Beer rubs his eyes and yawns. “Yep, all we have to do is stay on the Ears’ tails and wait.” 
 
    Pants grins at the camera as her audience returns from a commercial break for Moon Burger. “Mmm, Moon Burger,” she coos, rubbing her stomach. A small box in the corner of her ship’s window displays her feed back at her, and she adjusts the camera angle to better capture her neon pink captain’s chair and pastel cockpit. “For those who are just tuning in, we discovered that the Ears and the ICA are after the element too. It’s all thanks to Tim_Horton for patching into the Ear’s private communication channel.” Pants taps the window to unmute her feed so the rest of the team can hear her. “Thanks, Horton!” She grins and mutes herself again. 
 
    “Um, you’re welcome?” Horton says. 
 
    “We’re on our way to Scrapper’s Delight. We might even run into The Foreman.” She opens her eyes wide and leans into the camera. “But even if he’s a scary guy, there’s no way he can beat Pants Team Pink! 
 
    “Now it’s time to answer one of your questions!” She pulls open a file on her ship’s window. “This one is from cinderellaboy. It says – ‘I love you princessfluffypants. Do you have a bf/gf? I’ll be whatever you want me to be.’” Pants smiles and tilts her head at the camera. “Nope, I don’t. Maybe one day, but for now it’s just me and the ship princessfluffypants, treasure hunting across the stars. Thanks for asking!” 
 
    “As long as we’re on the subject, what is it you’re looking for, anyway?” B asks. 
 
    “That’s confidential,” the Ear says. 
 
    “Come on,” B prods. “We can help each other out.” 
 
    “I already told you,” the Ear says. “I don’t need any help. Tag along if you must. But remember with whom you are speaking. And stay out of my way.” 
 
    Pants taps the window again to unmute the team chat. “This is turning into a real space opera, you guys.” 
 
    “What’d you expect?” The One asks. “These guys are total ackles.” 
 
    “This is good,” Horton assures them. “As long as they’re occupied with each other, they probably won’t notice us.” 
 
    “Hey, I just thought of something.” The One jerks up in his chair and wipes the crumbs off his chest. “If we do manage to find this guy, and to outmaneuver the Ears and the two stooges, how do we split the element; break it apart?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Beer says. “We’ll just have to share it. Let’s agree now that we’ll all own an equal share.” 
 
    “Agreed,” they chime together. 
 
    The One starts rummaging around off-screen. “Okay, but which one of us gets to decide what to do with it?” 
 
    “That’s obvious,” Horton says. “That honor will go to whichever of us gets his hands on it first.” 
 
    “Or her paws,” Pants says. 
 
    They glare suspiciously at one another through their screens, except for Horton, whose feed is displaying ‘technical difficulties’ color bars. 
 
    “You here that, you guys?” Pants says. “A single-player mission!” 
 
    “Are you talking to us?” Beer asks. “Or your fans?” 
 
    “Chit, Pants!” Horton complains. “Stop letting your fans listen to our meetings.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” Pants waves their concerns away. “They’re my friends. They just want to help.” 
 
    “They’re not your friends,” Horton says. “You don’t know who they are.” 
 
    “Yeah, kch, kch, kch,” The One mumbles, as he crunches through a mouthful of green-flavor Moon-Cheez Ballz. Sucking the neon dust off his fingers, he says, “One of them could beat us to it.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Pants says. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Hey!” Beer gawks and points toward the window. “Check it out.” 
 
    “What is that thing?” Pants gasps, gazing out at the pyramid of dark light on the horizon. 
 
    The giant metal moon called Scrapper’s Delight looms in the distance. From afar, its features are obscured, but as they fly in closer, Pants can make out the jagged pillars and bleak industrial parks that cover its dark surface. 
 
    “The Ears are slowing down,” Horton says. “See what’s going on, Pants.” 
 
    “Right.” She taps at her window and opens the controls to princessfluffypants’s long-range telescope. Her ship’s eyelid-shutters blink as she slides her finger across the window to zoom in. “They stopped moving, and there’s another ship.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re asking for directions,” The One suggests. 
 
    Pants squints at the blurry lettering scrawled across the side of the dented junker. “It has some words painted on it - ‘Ast-eroid Jones II.’” 
 
    “Quick,” Horton says. “Switch to the public channel.” 
 
    Pants taps at her window, and a new feed appears alongside the others. 
 
    “Wow, that was fast!” the strange, greasy human exclaims. “Yeah, I think I got what you’re looking for. So, what’s your offer?” 
 
    “My offer,” the Ear says, “is to allow you to keep your insignificant life instead of blowing it to space dust.” 
 
    “That’s Adam Jones, the guy with the element,” Beer says. “What should we do?” 
 
    “Wow, that’s really tempting,” Adam says. “But I’m going to have to pass.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” the Ear says. “I’m not asking—” 
 
    “The Ears might blow this guy up and save us a lot of trouble,” The One suggests. “Then we can swoop in and snag the element, if it’s not destroyed.” 
 
    “And wind up with the Ears after us?” Horton says. 
 
    Another feed opens as a scrapper with bloodshot eyes and long stubble enters the channel. “Looks like we got ourselves a party.” 
 
    A small fleet of ships pulls up behind the Asteroid Jones II, and another rough scrapper, with skin the color and texture of dead moss and eyes like black pearls, joins them. “Good thing we brought our dancing shoes.”  
 
    “Now who’s that?” Beer asks. 
 
    “You are speaking to Vice Admiral Zok of the United Empires,” the Ear says. “I order you to identify yourselves.” 
 
    “You here that?” the bloodshot scrapper says. “He’s ordering us.” 
 
    “The UE don’t have jurisdiction out here,” the mossy one says. “This is Foreman space. And nobody does anything without his say-so. Mr. Jones is in possession of The Foreman’s property. We’re here to collect.” 
 
    “The element is UE property,” Zok shouts. “You hold no claim to it!” 
 
    “Well, what I think—” Pants starts to speak and is immediately cut off. 
 
    “What?” Adam says. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” Zok demands. 
 
    “Pants!” Horton shouts. “You forgot to mute your feed.” 
 
    “Oh no…” Pants fumbles her hand against the window, unsuccessfully swiping at the volume bar. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Huh?” Adam Jones says. “How did all you people find me?” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Pants says, and she finally gets her feed to mute. “I got it.” 
 
    “Great,” The One groans. 
 
    “Now they know we’re here!” Horton shouts. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Pants folds her arms and slumps into her chair. Tears begin to fill her eyes. 
 
    “What the Fish do we do now?” Beer asks. 
 
    “Girly, you don’t have any business here,” the Foreman’s bloodshot thug says. “You’ll stay out of this if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    Weeping, Pants cuts the team’s feed so she can talk to her fans. “I messed up big this time, you guys. Now everyone knows we’re here. I just lost our biggest advantage and probably ruined everything. I can’t do anything right.” 
 
    She lays her head on the dash and glances at the comments flooding in across the window –  
 
      
 
    PantsFan99: “it’s ok Pants. everybody makes mistakes” 
 
      
 
    Alicia_Time: “You can do this, girl!” 
 
      
 
    sailorstarlight: “PANTS TEAM PINK 4 EVER!” 
 
      
 
    ranDOMdood: “you should give up and go home you fishing crybaby” 
 
      
 
    “Mehhh,” Pants whines. 
 
      
 
    DREAMpower: “ranDOMdood is an ackle. don’t stop now Pants! this is just starting to get good!” 
 
      
 
    KEL VARNSEN: “COME ON! You’re princessfluffypants! You can do anything!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right!” She sits up and wipes her eyes. “Thanks guys. I can always count on you!” Opening the team’s feed, she says, “I’m sorry I blew our cover. But there’s only one thing to do now, you guys.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything crazy, Pants!” Horton yells. 
 
    She switches back to the public feed and announces, “This is princessfluffypants!” 
 
    “Who?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Prepare for battle!” Pants cries.  
 
    “Ha, you might be crazy, Pants. But Tim_Horton is with you.” 
 
    “BeerCheese69 would never sit out a battle with the Loot Lurkers!” 
 
    “Ugh, it’s the Ack Kickers, but TheOneTrueKing will fly by your side!” 
 
    With her friends and her fans by her side, Pants shifts the ship princessfluffypants into pouncing position and declares, “The treasure belongs to Pants Team Pink!” 
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    Adam flicks open his virtual video library and randomly selects a movie from the list as he guides his ship out of the Scrapper’s Delight parking lot. A long, winding road appears on the screen, stagnant but for a single distant car gradually weaving its way into the foreground. 
 
    Outside, a fleet of Ears approaches, and Adam steers out of their path. But as they fly past, the lead ship, unusually luxe for a UE cruiser, loops back around and cuts in front of the Asteroid Jones II, forcing its emergency brakes to engage. 
 
    “They’re coming to get you, Barbra,” the movie says, and Adam mutes the volume. 
 
    A rigid UE officer, the top half of his uniform covered in colorless metal, appears in the public channel. “Hello,” he calls, as another handful of Ears line up in formation alongside his ship. 
 
    “Hello,” the officer repeats. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Uh yeah, I can hear you,” Adam answers. “What is it?” 
 
    “I couldn’t help noticing the distinctive artwork on the side of your vessel,” the Ear says. “I’m searching for the owner of a ship called the Asteroid Jones II. Would you happen to be Adam Jones?” 
 
    “Nope, sorry,” Adam says. “You got the wrong guy. My name’s, uh, Russell Streiner.” 
 
    “Well that’s strange,” the Ear says, “because I just ran your plates and the ship you’re piloting is registered to an ‘Adam Jones.’ Are you flying a stolen spacecraft?” 
 
    As Adam searches for an escape, he suddenly notices the ICA van hovering behind the Ears. “All right, you got me. I know I’m a little behind on my payments. I didn’t think it was that big a deal. I swear I was about to send the money.” 
 
    “I’m not following,” the Ear says. “I don’t want your money. I am Vice Admiral Zok of the United Empires. I’ve been informed that you are in possession of UE property, and I’ve come to reclaim it.” 
 
    “Wow, that was fast!” Adam says. “Yeah, I think I got what you’re looking for. So, what’s your offer?” 
 
    The vice admiral glares through the feed, clenching his teeth. “My offer is to allow you to keep your insignificant life instead of blowing it to space dust.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s really tempting,” Adam says. “But I’m going to have to pass.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” Zok says. “I’m not asking.” 
 
    As Adam tries to think of a good one-liner that will save the black gold and his life, another small fleet of ships pulls up in his rearview. 
 
    Some strung-out spacehead scrapper enters the channel and says, “Looks like we got ourselves a party.” 
 
    “Good thing we brought our dancing shoes,” a scuzzy space hick adds. 
 
    “You are speaking to Vice Admiral Zok of the United Empires,” Zok tells them. “I order you to identify yourselves.” 
 
    “You here that?” the space junkie says. “He’s ordering us.” 
 
    “The UE doesn’t have jurisdiction out here,” the hick says. “This is Foreman space. And nobody does anything without his say-so. Mr. Jones is in possession of The Foreman’s property. We’re here to collect.” 
 
    “The element is UE property!” Zok shouts. “You hold no claim to it.” 
 
    As they’re shouting, the image of a young girl surrounded by an oversaturated cabin plastered with unicorns and gumdrops appears on the window alongside the others. “Well, what I think—” she starts to say. 
 
    But Adam cuts her off. “What?” he confusedly blurts. 
 
    “Identify yourself,” Zok says. 
 
    “Oh no,” the girl says, fumbling. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Huh?” Adam glances between the many feeds stretched across his window. “How did all you people find me?” 
 
    “I’m trying,” the girl says, and her feed cuts out. 
 
    “Girly, you don’t have any business here,” the junkie says. “You’ll stay out of this if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    “Why don’t you guys work this out between yourselves and whichever of you survives can come and find me,” Adam helpfully suggests. 
 
    “Nice try, Adam Jones,” the hick says. “But now you’re going to lead us to the black gold. You don’t want to know what’ll happen to you if you refuse.” 
 
    “Adam Jones, for obstructing an officer of the UE, I am placing you under arrest,” Zok proclaims. 
 
    The junkie straightens and, suddenly becoming quite lucid, says, “You’re not taking him.” 
 
    “It appears we’ve reached an impasse,” Zok says. “I’m prepared to use force, if necessary.” 
 
    “You here that?” the hick says. “He only uses force if it’s necessary.” 
 
    Adam nervously glances between the ships surrounding him as the lumbering dead silently converge over the passeneger-side window, when the girl in the colorful cabin reappears, and announces, “This is princessfluffypants!” 
 
    “Who?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Prepare for battle!” princessfluffypants cries.  
 
    “Ha, you might be crazy, Pants. But Tim_Horton is with you,” a weird robo-voice says from a dead feed next to the girl’s. 
 
    A young boy appears, declaring, “BeerCheese69 would never sit out a battle with the Loot Lurkers!” 
 
    Wiping green dust on his shirt, another pudgier boy enters the channel. “Ugh, it’s the Ack Kickers, but theonetrueking will fly by your side!” 
 
    “The treasure belongs to Pants Team Pink!” princessfluffypants shouts. 
 
    Adam can just make out a tiny pink dot approaching in the distance. As it closes in on the conglomeration of disparate spacecraft – all of whom seem to be dazedly transfixed by this latest development – the googly eyes, pointy ears, and bulbous cranium of a giant pink kitten reveal themselves. 
 
    “What the fish is that?” Adam asks no one in particular. 
 
    The kitten’s mouth opens, and the space between its pointy teeth begins to glow. 
 
    “I don’t like this one bit…” Adam mumbles as a beam of light spits from the kitten’s smiling jaws and envelopes the Asteroid Jones II’s window.  
 
    Adam experiences a moment of intense discomfort and then tumbles into darkness. As he flails his limbs in terror, he hears a soothing voice tell him, “Don’t worry, everything’s all right.” 
 
    He feels something press down lightly against his shoulder, and a calming sensation spreads through his body. He lowers his limbs and looks at the thing standing over him – a vague human form wrapped in a halo of light.  
 
    “Where am I?” Adam asks. “What happened?” 
 
    “This may sound a little strange,” the light-form tells him, without moving its faint lips. “But you just died.” 
 
    “I died?!” Adam tries to throw his arms into the air, but his body is too numb to respond. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the light-form says. “It’s no big deal. You still have a couple murrays left.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘murrays’?” Adam asks. 
 
    “It’s like a do-over,” the light-form says. “You get to go back and take another crack at it. We’re just waiting for the system to recalibrate.” 
 
    Adam suddenly notices that there are dozens of others like him floating all around the room. “Whoa, are they all going back?” 
 
    “No, not all of them.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    The light-form seems to shrug. "That's above my pay grade. Some of them have already used up all their murrays. Others don’t have any. Some even choose not to have any. These things are decided way before they reach me." 
 
    “So what is this place?” Adam groggily asks. “Am I in space heaven? Is life just some sort of matrixy world on a wire?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the light-form says. “I’m not familiar with the vocabulary you’re using.” 
 
    “Who am I? Why am I in this place?” 
 
    Something like a smile forms across the light-form’s face, and it shakes its bright head. “I can’t tell you that. I’m not permitted to say too much. But even if I could, it wouldn’t make much sense to you. It’s nothing to worry about, though.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about?” Adam shouts. “This is my life.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” the light-form tells him. “And that’s not the point. Even if you could know, you wouldn’t want to.” 
 
    “I’m telling you,” Adam says, “I want to know.” 
 
    “And I’m telling you to trust what I’m telling you.” The light-form puts its amorphous paw to its head and sighs. “Fraiche, I’ve never argued so much with someone who was going back. Can’t you just appreciate that? Must you know everything?” 
 
    “Yes,” Adam says, definitively. “I must know everything.” 
 
    “That’s the problem with you lifers.” 
 
    “Why can’t I know?” 
 
    “Why do you need to know?” 
 
    “Just so I… know.” 
 
    “It’s time for you to go.” The light-form touches his shoulder and smiles warmly. 
 
    “Wait, I have more questions,” Adam says. 
 
    “Listen to me,” the light-form tells him. “Stop worrying and just try to make the most of it.” 
 
    “Fine.” Adam thinks it over for a moment and decides that his only option is to go nuclear. “When I get back, I’m going to blow your cover wide open. I’ll tell everyone all about this place. Death will cease to be a mystery. The whole universe is going to find out what happens, or at least that something happens. I bet that’ll fish things up.” 
 
    “Nah.” The light-form stares into him and laughs. “You won’t remember any of this. And even if you did, who would believe you?” 
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    A bright flash starts a firefight waging across the dark night sky outside Scrapper’s Delight. Spez Hockik wearily gazes up at the familiar scene and takes a long drag off a greasy cigarette as tourists begin streaming out into the parking lot to gawk at the impromptu light show. 
 
    “How ‘bout that,” Tobi says, his eyes stretched up toward the bursting ships. “First Traxis and Zorma, now this. Seems like the whole fishin’ universe is at war.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Spez sighs. “Seems that way.” 
 
    “What do yuh think ther fightin’ over this time?” Tobi asks. 
 
    “I tolt yuh, Tob, ther not fightin’ over nothin’. Trust me. Even if it is somethin’, it’s nothin’.” 
 
    The sky flashes and the crowd gasps. 
 
    “Yuh figure it’s gotta be ‘bout somethin’, though,” Tobi says. 
 
    “Aww, let it go, will yuh?” Spez pleads, raising a Ferd’s-branded koozie to his mouth. 
 
    “I’m jist interst’it, that’s all.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it ain’t worth dyin’ fer.” 
 
    “I guess yer right ‘bout that,” Tobis says, and he flinches as another flare lights the sky. 
 
    “I know I’m right,” Spez says. “I’m always tellin’ yuh.” He takes one last long pull off his cigarette and tosses it to the ground. 
 
    “Hey!” Tobi cries, stomping out the butt. “Yer jist gon’ throw that on the grount?” 
 
    “What’s it matter? They got cleaners that’ll git it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they witn’t neet cleaners if erryboty pick’t up ther trash.” 
 
    “Eh, wit yuh git off my back.” Spez swipes at the air. “Look it this place. Ther’s trash errywer.” 
 
    Tobi turns his eyes back toward the dueling ships and frowns. “I ‘member a story I hert once win I was a kit. A ball a chit someboty toss’t out lant’it in ol’ Jorty’s front yart. It leak’t somethin’ mate the weeds grow out a control. Spret ‘cross the whole county. Ever since I hert that, I been real careful wer I toss my trash. Yuh jist never know—” 
 
    “Aright, aright,” Spez says, picking the butt off the ground and sticking it in his shirt pocket. 
 
    “Yuh never know’s all I’m sayin’.” 
 
    The crisscrossing lights taper off as Spez finishes his beer, and the crowd disperses, echoing generally favorable reviews. 
 
    “Guess that’s all the excitement fer tuhday,” Spez says. He crushes his empty can and, under Tobi’s watchful eye, stuffs it and his koozie into his pocket. 
 
    “That was somethin’,” Tobi says. “Not as good as the last one, but somethin’.” 
 
    “Aright, lit’s git out a here. I wanna git back in time fer dinner fer a change.” Spez rips a giant keyring covered in space baubles from his pocket and glances around the lot. “Do yuh ‘member wer we parked?” 
 
    Tobi glances around blankly and shrugs. “You was drivin’. I thought you’it member.” 
 
    “Nice work, Tob,” Spez says. “Yer the navigator. Yer s’pose tuh keep track a these things.” 
 
    “Hey, look’it that.” Tobi points to a group of ships flying over the parking lot, one of them trailing a streamer of gray smoke. “Yuh wanna check it out, see what’s goin’ on?” 
 
    “Maybe we shit jist stay out a it,” Spez says. 
 
    But when he looks back, Tobi is already sprinting across the lot. For a moment, Spez half-considers abandoning his foolhardy companion but ends up breaking into a labored jog along the base of the giant pyramid. He begins panting almost immediately, his stomach shaking and knees aching as he heads for a large hangar back of the lot. The hangar bounces up and down in front of him, cruelly distant. By the time he finally catches up, Tobi has already reached the nearest building in the sprawling complex and is peeking inside. 
 
    “Look at them ships, wit yuh?” Tobi says. “Those is state a the art.” 
 
    Spez holds out his hand and leans against the side of the building, gasping for air. 
 
    “They must b’long tuh The Ferman,” Tobi says. “That’s a lucky gig, gettin’ tuh fly ‘rount in one a those suckers.” 
 
    “All yuh have tuh give…” Spez says, breathing in deep, “is yer life.” 
 
    “Yeah well, it’s still probly worth it.” 
 
    Inside, the damaged ship is still smoking, filling the air with a gray haze. The pilots inspecting it snap to attention as a large metal door behind them slides open, and a tall woman with long blonde hair and high heels marches through the garage. 
 
    “I’m more interst’it in that,” Spez says. 
 
    The woman approaches the pilots and commands, “Report.” 
 
    One of the pilots steps forward. “We lost two of ours, ma’am. But we took two of theirs.” 
 
    “Did you locate the element?” she asks. 
 
    “No,” the pilot says. 
 
    “And what of the Asteroid Jones II?” 
 
    “While we were busy dealing with the Ears, and half a dozen other unidentified spacecraft, the Asteroid Jones II managed to elude us,” the pilot says. “We’re not the only ones after this guy.” 
 
    The woman glares at the pilot for a moment, and then smiles. “It seems Adam Jones is much more cunning than he appears.” 
 
    Spez turns and realizes Tobi is no longer crouched next to him. Nervously glancing around the hangar, Spez spots his foolhardy companion wandering toward the ships inside. 
 
    “Tobi,” Spez whisper-shouts. “Hey, Tob.”  
 
    But Tobi either doesn’t hear the calls or ignores them and keeps walking, mesmerized by the enormous warships. 
 
    “Tobi,” Spez accidentally calls at full volume, and his voice echoes through the building. 
 
    Tobi finally turns toward the sound of Spez’s voice, along with everyone else in the hangar. Spez makes a feeble attempt to run, but he and Tobi are swiftly apprehended and laid at the woman’s feet. 
 
    She looks at them quizzically. “Who the fish are you?” 
 
    “Wer noboty,” Spez says. “We wount up here by accitent.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s believable,” one of her guards says. “What do you want us to do with them?” 
 
    “I jist wan’it tuh take a look at yer ships, honest,” Tobi says. “I never seen ones like them afer. We din’t mean no harm.” 
 
    “We was jist lookin’ fer are ship in the parking lot and got lost,” Spez explains. 
 
    “You’re a long way from the parking lot,” the woman says. 
 
    “Really, we was jist tryin’ tuh fine’t are ship,” Spez says. “That’s all. We don’t know nothin’. Please don’t tell The Ferman ‘bout this.” 
 
    Everyone in the hangar, except Spez and Tobi, snickers. 
 
    “With whom did you think you were speaking?” the woman asks. 
 
    They stare up at her, blank-faced. 
 
    “Am I supposed to believe that at this moment, on this of all days, you two just happened to innocently stumble in here to ogle the shiny spaceships?” The Foreman laughs harshly and raises her eyebrow. 
 
    “What day is it, Tuestay?” Tobi asks, nervously. 
 
    “We saw the fight outsite, and the ships, and we was curious, that’s all,” Spez pleads. “We ain’t got a clue what’s goin’ on, and wer not tryin’ tuh git in yer way, right Tob?” 
 
    Tobi nods. “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “Though, if you don’t mine’t me sayin’, I witn’t mine’t gettin’ tuh know you a little better.” Spez grins, hopefully. 
 
    The Foreman stares at the disheveled aliens, speechless. Finally, she laughs and shakes her head. “Either you two are the most convincing saboteurs I’ve ever encountered, or you’re telling the truth.” She waves at them, dismissively. “Help them find ther… I mean their ship, and make sure they board it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Spez says. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks a lot,” Tobi says. “You’re aright.” 
 
    One of the Foremen lifts Spez and Tobi to their feet and directs them toward a small patrol ship waiting on the tarmac outside. 
 
    “Take my advice,” The Foreman calls after them. “Stay out of it.” 
 
    “We intent tuh do jist that,” Spez says. 
 
    The patrol ship flies them around the parking lot until they spot their hulking cargo freighter, and the security officer drops them off. He waits around, insistently, for a tip, until Spez reluctantly surrenders. Upon boarding, he and Tobi crack a couple cans of Ol’ Guard with the type of celebratory relief reserved exclusively for the living. 
 
    “See Tob, what’it I tell yuh?” Spez buckles in and starts the ship’s engine. “No ‘mount a nothin’ is worth gettin’ involv’t with these ackles.” 
 
    “Maybe yer right.” Tobi takes a sloppy swig of his beer, dribbling some on his shirt. “I still wonter what it’s all ‘bout, though.” 
 
    Spez shrugs and points at the dark sky outside. “You see how many stars is out ther? Ther’s more ‘an you‘it ever be able tuh count in yer whole life. But it’s all made a the same stuff.” 
 
    “BAAAAAMP,” a loud honk blares from behind them. Spez glances in his rearview and sees the pilot of the patrol ship jutting his thumb out, obscenely. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Spez grumbles, as he selects their next destination. “Wer goin’.” 
 
  
 
  



 [image: Part II.jpg] 
 
  
 
  


 
    [image: 22.jpg] 
 
    “The treasure belongs to Pants Team Pink!” princessfluffypants shouts. 
 
    Adam glances out the window at a tiny pink dot propelling across the sky. Although he’s never seen anything like it, something about the dopey, googly-eyed cat ship careening toward him feels oddly familiar. 
 
    “What the fish is that?” he asks, uncertainly. 
 
    The kitten’s mouth opens and the space between its pointy teeth begins to glow. 
 
    “Whoa, déjà vu, man.” 
 
    Just as the kitten’s smiling jaws begin to overflow with light, a beam of white cuts through the space between them and ricochets off its oversized head, altering the course of its spittle attack and narrowly saving the Asteroid Jones II from certain annihilation. 
 
    “That was close.” Adam pats his chest to confirm it still exists. 
 
    “Mehhh,” princessfluffypants angrily wails. “You hurt princessfluffypants.” A bunch of loud, distorted noise crackles through the speakers, and three more ships – an impractically big tank, a giant cheeseburger, and a nearly invisible sliver of dark metal – pull up alongside the kitten. 
 
    Adam frantically shifts his gaze between the Ears and Foremen, but none of them appear to have fired the shot. He leans over the dash, craning his neck to look out the window, and sees a small red junker hovering above his ship. 
 
    A new feed pops up in the public channel, but the image is distorted. “What -ou do- -ou chidiot?” a muffled voice yells at him. 
 
    “Huh?” Adam says. 
 
    “Ge- the -ish out of there!” 
 
    Adam topples back into his seat, quickly adjusts his ship’s orientation, and begins a cautious retreat. 
 
    “You’re not getting away,” Zok screams. He fires at the Asteroid Jones II as it passes, but Adam narrowly manages to evade the projectile, and it obliterates one of The Foreman’s goons. 
 
    “You son of a perch!” the space hick shouts. “Get those fishin’ ackles!” The Foremen fire back, wiping out one of the Ears and toasting part of the cheeseburger’s bun. 
 
    “I guess they want a fight!” theonetrueking declares. 
 
    Crossfire erupts in the rearview as Adam makes his escape. Barreling through space with no indication of pursuit, he taps the window to check his trajectory and then reaches into the fridge for a much-needed Ol’ Guard. 
 
    “Whew, I made it.” He raises his can to toast himself and slugs back the ice cold beer. 
 
    “Yeah, -anks -o me,” the muffled mystery voice says. 
 
    “Who are you?” Adam asks. 
 
    “I ne- help,” the voice says. 
 
    “Why should I help you?” 
 
    “Because I -st saved -ur life, -ou -ckle!” the voice shouts. 
 
    “Yeah, all right,” Adam relents. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Jus- -low down,” the voice tells him. 
 
    Adam shifts the Asteroid Jones II into park and waits for the ship to approach. The little craft pulls in close, trailing a thin streamer of smoke. Its side door slides open, and a small humanoid in a faded red and white spacesuit steps toward the opening. 
 
    “Open up,” the voice says. 
 
    Adam hurries to the back of his ship and unlocks the cargo bay door. As his guest climbs in through the airlock, he yells down, “Come on in!” 
 
    The stranger trips across the cluttered room and starts up the steps, hopping and pulling at the spacesuit’s helmet until it finally comes loose, revealing two twitching triangle ears atop a head of frizzy, shoulder-length black hair. 
 
    “Asteroid Jones, huh?” the cat-girl says, with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t think…” Adam stares, his mouth open. 
 
    “What, that a girl could save your life?” She flips her hair back and snorts. 
 
    “No, no, I’m happy to have my life saved by anyone,” Adam says. “That you’re a girl is just a bonus. I hate to admit it, but I was starting to get a little worried back there. So, thanks.” He holds out his hand. “I’m Adam.” 
 
    “Quick,” she says, shoving him up the steps. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “It looked like everyone pretty much had their hands full,” he argues, as she pushes him toward the cockpit. “I don’t think any of them followed us.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” she says. “That stupid pink cat cracked one of my fuel cells. It started leaking and eating through the hull. We’re about to get pelted with the shrapnel that, up until a few moments ago, made up my life.” 
 
    Adam guides them to a safe distance, and they watch in the rearview as, in an instant, the little vessel crushes in on itself and its contents splurts out into space. 
 
    “Nooo…” The girl drops her head and pounds her fist on the dash. “I’ve lost everything. Who am I? Do I even exist?” 
 
    “Like squishing a grape,” Adam comments. 
 
    The girl slowly turns her head and glares at him. “This is all your fault, you know.” 
 
    Adam crosses his arms defensively. “How is it my fault?” 
 
    “If I hadn’t rescued you,” she says, “I’d still have my ship, and all my stuff.” 
 
    “Well, why did you save me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she grumbles. “I heard you guys arguing, and I saw you out there all alone. You just looked so pathetic, I had to do something. What’s that they say about no good deed going unpunished?” 
 
    “Uh, that?” Adam says. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, thanks,” Adam tells her. “I owe you one. What’s your name, anyway?” 
 
    “Daizy.” She jumps up and begins rifling through his cupboards. “You got any food on this heap?” 
 
    “I’ve got rations.” 
 
    “Rations?” Daizy looks at him like his brains squirted out along with the contents of her ship. “I mean real food.” 
 
    “There’s teriyaki flavor…” 
 
    “Ughh,” she groans, spins, and critically scans the garbage-strewn cabin. “It’s like my slobby uncle’s living room.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t criticize your ship,” he says. 
 
    “No, you just blew it up. Speaking of which, could I borrow something to wear?” 
 
    “Um, yeah sure.” Adam shimmies past her and searches through a pile of lightly-worn clothes draped over the couch. He hands her a ratty t-shirt and a pair of shorts and says, “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks…” Daizy hesitantly accepts her new wardrobe and lightly sniffs at it. “Could you unzip me?” 
 
    “Sure…” Adam carefully unclasps the back of her emergency suit, and she pulls it forward, revealing smooth, bare shoulders. As he’s staring, a bushy brown tail pokes out of the opening and brushes against his hand. His mouth drops open, and a trickle of blood streams from his nostril. 
 
    “Can I get a little privacy?” she asks. 
 
    “Sorry,” Adam says, turning away. 
 
    “So what are we going to do now?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “You’re the reason I’m in this mess. You owe me a new ship.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to pay for that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says. “But I’ll just have to stick around until you can. Anyway, everyone on this side of the galaxy is after whatever you’ve got. You can pay me with that.” 
 
    “No way.” Adam snorts. “What you’re talking about is worth way more than one lousy ship. The problem is, it’s just a… thing. It’s not money. I have to find someone who can afford to buy it.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t usually travel with other people,” Adam tells her. “I prefer to fly solo.” He peeks over his shoulder and sees that Daizy is dressed and staring at him, accusingly. 
 
    “Then I suggest you start getting used to company,” she says. 
 
    He looks her up and down, wearing his oversized Ol’ Guard t-shirt and baggy cargo shorts, and laughs. “You look like an embarrassing picture from your childhood.” 
 
    “These are your clothes,” she reminds him, punching him in the shoulder. “So, how are we going to find a buyer?” 
 
    “Well, I’m out of ideas,” he says. “But if we hang around here much longer, the Ears will find us.” 
 
    “You could try selling it to The Foreman,” Daizy suggests. 
 
    “I already tried that. She tried to cheat me.” 
 
    “Well, you could try again. What is this thing, anyway?” 
 
    “It’s called black gold. Here…” Adam yanks the cube from his pocket and hands it to her. 
 
    Daizy takes the object and squints at it. “It doesn’t look like anything special to me. Why does everyone want it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But that’s all there is in the whole universe.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t see what the big deal is, but whatever.” She tosses the cube back to him.  
 
    Adam fumbles it, barely managing to keep it from falling to the floor. “Careful!” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Daizy scrunches her nose and glances out the window. “I might know another place we could take it. No one will find us out there. But it’s in another galaxy.” She smiles wide. “Some people call it scrapper’s paradise.” 
 
    “You don’t mean…” 
 
    “That’s right,” she says, “the garbage dump of the universe.” 
 
    “Hmph…” Adam shrugs. “I’ve always wanted to visit Earth.”  
 
    He wanders up to the cockpit, sets the autopilot, and announces, “We are now on course for the nearest starline. That’ll be another new experience. It’s going to be hard to top discovering the most valuable object in the universe and getting into my first dogfight.” 
 
    “You mean you’ve never been through a wormhole before?” Daizy rolls her eyes. “This will be so fun for you.” 
 
    “It’s going to be a while,” he says. “What should we do ‘til then?” 
 
    “It looks like there’s only one thing to do around this heap.” Daizy plods back to the living room, where she pushes the cluttered coffee table against the wall and pulls out the sofa bed. 
 
    “Well, all right,” Adam says, unbuttoning his pants. 
 
    Daizy flips the lights off, climbs under the covers and turns on the TV. 
 
    “Oh,” he sighs. 
 
    She looks at him, remote in hand. “What did you think I was talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he says, lying on top of the covers next to her, legs crossed. “So what do you want to watch?” 
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    “Get us out of here!” Zok commands from the comfort of his ship’s gleaming cockpit as the battle rages around him. 
 
    “Where to?” Stella asks. 
 
    “Anywhere!” 
 
    An explosion outside causes the ship to shake violently, and Zok braces himself against the dash as Stella flies them out into open space. 
 
    Two of the five of his fleet’s video feeds have gone dark, and he calls to the survivors, “Glurpp, Boff, Rip, you still with me?” 
 
    “I’m here, sir,” Glurpp says. 
 
    “Right behind you, sir,” Boff says. 
 
    After a few seconds, Rip, breathing heavily, answers, “Still in one piece, sir.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting that level of opposition,” Zok tells them. “You did well. Rest for now and await my instructions.” He mutes their feeds and says, “Stella, call Admiral Glipp.” 
 
    Moments later, the admiral’s rocky torso appears on the ship’s window. “Zok, what news?” the admiral asks, in his gravelly rasp. “I thought you’d be back by now.” 
 
    “The situation is much more complicated than we anticipated, sir,” Zok reports. “It seems there are a number of additional factions pursuing the element. We just lost Biff and Vronk in an altercation with a group of scrappers claiming to work for The Foreman.” 
 
    Admiral Glipp scrapes his hefty palm down his face. “Biff and Vronk were good men, of course. I’ll be sure to let their families know they died for something important. As for this Foreman business…” The admiral sighs. “That certainly does complicate things. I’d like to avoid a protracted conflict with him, if at all possible. What do you propose?” 
 
    “Fortunately, I was able to keep The Foremen busy long enough for the ship carrying the element, a junker called the Asteroid Jones II, to escape unharmed.” 
 
    “That’s good news.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zok says, frowning. “However, we lost the junker and were unable to track it. Now that the pilot, one Adam Jones, knows we are on his trail, I expect he will remain scarce. He has already proven himself to be a very crafty adversary.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you lost the element to some regular Spez?” the admiral growls. “I don’t think you’re taking this situation seriously enough, Zok. You need to get after this guy and recover the element before he accidentally destroys us all!” He slams his stone fist down on his desk, and the priceless wood splinters. “But it has to be done quietly. We don’t want to attract any more attention than we already have.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns. I am doing everything in my power to locate the Asteroid Jones II, but my options are limited. We cannot comb the entire galaxy, let alone the universe, for a single ship.” 
 
    “This Adam Jones managed to evade a fleet of the UE’s finest men, and The Foreman,” the admiral muses. “Who is this guy?” 
 
    Zok shrugs, and an alert appears on his window. “Hmph, that’s odd. I’m being hailed by someone from Scrapper’s Delight.” 
 
    “You been giving your number out to strange women, Zok?” The admiral smirks and winks over the video feed. 
 
    “Uh, no sir,” Zok stammers. “The only people who have this number are UE personnel. It is probably just a video marketer.” 
 
    The admiral reclines his chair and says, “Go ahead and answer it. Maybe Adam Jones wised up and decided to hand over the element, now that he’s seen what we’re willing to do for it. I’m supposed to be in a meeting right now, anyway. I’ve got time to kill.” 
 
    “I’ll forward the transmission,” Zok says, and taps at his ship’s window to open the incoming video feed. 
 
    A beautiful blonde woman, with dark red lips and glowing green eyes appears alongside the admiral’s feed. “Ahoy! I’m so glad I was able to reach you.” 
 
    Zok clears his throat, fumbling for words, and finally stammers, “Ah, you are speaking with the, vice admiral, of the, uh, United Empires, on a private government channel. How did you get this number?” 
 
    “Someone in my position is privy to all sorts of information,” the woman says, her lips curling mischievously. 
 
    “Who are you?” Zok blurts. 
 
    “My name is Pi Friendly,” she says. “But most people call me The Foreman.” 
 
    “Uhh…” Zok gapes at her. 
 
    “Were you expecting someone else, Vice Admiral?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Ms. Friendly.” He tugs nervously at his uniform. “I wasn’t expecting someone with your…” 
 
    “Figure?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Zok says. “Please, allow me to introduce myself. I am Vice Admiral Zok of the United Empires.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Vice Admiral. I must apologize for the welcome you just received. The men in my employ tend to be fairly impulsive.” 
 
    “I lost two of my best,” he says. 
 
    “And I lost two of mine.” Her smile fades. “It was an unfortunate miscommunication, but I concede I am in your debt. That’s why I’d like to offer you a cabin at Scrapper’s Delight.” 
 
    “That is… kind of you.” 
 
    “You will have unrestricted access to all the amenities,” she tells him, “compliments of yours truly. And while you’re here, it will give us a chance to discuss other matters.” 
 
    “What exactly is it you want to discuss?” he asks. 
 
    “It’s of a rather sensitive nature,” she says. “I would prefer to speak one-on-one.” 
 
    Zok catches himself staring at Pi’s delicate shoulders, and he quickly recovers his composure. “Forgive me, but I am not in the habit of wasting time. I think we both know what we’re after.” 
 
    She locks eyes with him, tracing her bottom lip with the tip of her tongue. “I’d like to propose a partnership.” 
 
    Zok can feel the blood rushing to his face and suddenly worries that Stella is watching. “What good would it do either of us? Only one of us can possess the element.” 
 
    “I believe it’s possible for both of us to benefit from such an arrangement.” She casually runs her finger along her neckline, holding his gaze. “Rather than going the way of Traxis and Zorma, and countless others, I suggest we pool our resources. Neither of us has much chance of locating Adam Jones on our own, especially if we’re busy fighting each other. But together…” 
 
    “Why should I trust you?” he asks. 
 
    “Because I need you as much as you need me,” she says. 
 
    “I’ll need time to consider.” He searches her flawless features for any sign of duplicitous intent. 
 
    “Please, take all the time you require,” she says. “Discuss the arrangement with your superiors, advisors, et cetera. In the meantime, I’ll prepare your accommodations.” 
 
    Zok nods, cuts off her feed, and asks the admiral, “Did you catch all that?” 
 
    “I knew it,” Admiral Glipp says. “Chasing tail on the UE’s dime.” 
 
    Zok laughs meekly. “Do you think we can trust her, sir?” 
 
    “I don’t entirely trust myself; I wouldn’t trust that woman to iron my uniform.” The admiral leans back and howls. “Nevertheless, with our combined resources, locating Adam Jones will cease to be a problem. At the very least, we’ll get this thing over with quickly.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Zok says. “But we may also find ourselves confronting a new and greater danger.” 
 
    “The way I see it, we’re going to have to deal with The Foreman in any case,” the admiral says. “This way, if she gets to the element first, at least we’ll know about it. We’re hedging our bets, keeping the enemy closer and so on. And there always exists the slim possibility that she’ll turn out to be reasonable in the end. But if negotiations stall, we’ll be prepared. Her scrapper militia can’t possibly hold a space candle to the full might of the UE army.” 
 
    “I am risking my life,” Zok gently reminds the admiral. “I will be entirely under The Foreman’s control, in her space.” 
 
    “Listen Zok, it’s almost dinner time, and I’m starving,” the admiral says. “Relax. Go have a good time on The Foreman’s crit while you have the chance. This will all turn out in our favor. And if it doesn’t, I promise I will try to avenge your death. In the meantime, enjoy yourself, for a change.” The admiral salutes, extending his thumb toward the camera, and his video feed blinks out. 
 
    Zok slumps down in his chair and says, “Stella, set course for Scrapper’s Delight.” He unmutes his fleet and tells them, “We’re changing course. I’m sending the new coordinates now.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” his men chant. 
 
    He mutes their feeds and sighs. “I could use a smoke.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Stella asks. 
 
    “You know Admiral Glipp.” 
 
    “No, who was that woman?” 
 
    “Oh, that was The Foreman,” he says. “I’m going to be working with her for a while.” 
 
    “I bet you’re happy about that.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m scared for my life. What’s that supposed to mean, anyway?” 
 
    “She’s pretty enough.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be jealous about,” he assures her. 
 
    “I’m not jealous,” she shouts. 
 
    “In that case, would you mind making me one of your special burgers?” Zok pleads. 
 
    “I bet a smart guy like you can figure out how to make his own dinner.” 
 
    After a quiet moment, he calls, “Stella?” 
 
    When she doesn’t answer, he dejectedly plods back to the kitchen and rummages through the cupboards. The only food not locked away in one of Stella’s hidden storage chambers is a case of expired rations. Ripping one open, he finds the contents stale but edible, and so he carries it back to the cockpit, where he grows starry-eyed choking down one dry bite after another. 
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    Before Beer can react, explosions erupt on opposite ends of the sky, setting off a haphazard flurry of fire. The One and Horton keep the Ears and Foremen busy as Pants’s ship tries to right itself from a glancing blow to the noggin which allowed the Asteroid Jones II just enough time to escape. After a moment of stunned confusion, Beer goes after the crummy junker, but he loses it amidst a hail of light. 
 
    One of the beams ricochets off The One’s toasted bun, and he shouts, “I guess they want a fight!” as he unleashes a wild burst of return fire, missing so completely that it’s difficult to tell what he was aiming at. 
 
    “There go the Ears,” Beer says, as the black and white military ships abruptly cease firing and begin a hasty retreat. “This is stupid. The Asteroid Jones II is getting away. I don’t wanna die for nothing.” 
 
    “Beer is right,” Horton says, his video feed off-air as always. “There’s no point in fighting if we can’t get what we came for.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” Beer sets a new course on his ship’s window. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” The One says. “I’ll keep them busy while you guys get some distance.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Beer asks. “Mom will kill me if I come back without you.” 
 
    “I can outmaneuver these chidiots no problem,” The One says, “as long as I’m paying attention. My ship’s faster than any of yours. Trust me, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Everything is happening so fast, Beer can barely think. “All right, but watch yourself. Pants, you okay?” 
 
    “They hurt princessfluffypants,” Pants cries. 
 
    “I know, but try to hold it together,” he tells her. “We’re almost out of this.” 
 
    They steer their ships away from Scrapper’s Delight, losing sight of The One as he diverts what’s left of the Foreman fleet. 
 
    “That was tense,” Horton says, his voice shaking. “We’re lucky we got out alive.” 
 
    “Don’t speak so soon.” Beer nervously glances in his rearview. “The One is still back there.” 
 
    The One’s feed shows him tensely concentrating on his ship’s controls, mumbling expletives to himself. 
 
    Pants sulks, hunched forward with her arms crossed. “Now I have to get princessfluffypants a new ear.” 
 
    “The important thing is we’re all in one piece,” Beer reminds her. 
 
    “We should have known it wasn’t going to be that easy,” Horton says. “I blame myself. And you guys, of course.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Beer asks. 
 
    “I want to go home,” Pants whines. 
 
    “I think that’s our best option,” Horton says. “Let’s quit while we’re not too far behind.” 
 
    “But we were so close.” Beer can still feel his blood pumping from all the excitement. “I saw which way the Asteroid Jones II was headed. Maybe we can follow it.” 
 
    “Even if it stayed on course, which is unlikely, we’d still have almost no chance of catching up to it,” Horton demurs. “There’s too much space to cover.” 
 
    “But we could…” Beer trails off as he grasps for a plan. 
 
    “Face it,” Horton says, “we gave it our best shot and we did all right, considering. Let’s cut our losses.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” Unable to think of a better idea, Beer rests his chin against his arms and stares sullenly out the window. 
 
    “Is this the end for Pants Team Pink?” Pants asks, dramatically. 
 
    “It’s the Ack Kickers,” The One suddenly announces. “And we’re just getting started!” 
 
    “Yay!” Pants shouts. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Beer sighs in relief at the sight of The One’s steamed ham approaching in his rearview. “Good to see you.”  
 
    “Welcome back,” Horton says. 
 
    “They didn’t put up much of a fight,” The One says, brushing his shoulder. “Once they realized the Asteroid Jones II escaped, they took off. So, what are we gonna do now?” 
 
    “Horton and Pants want to go home,” Beer says. 
 
    Finishing off a carton of multi-milk and tossing it on the floor, The One says, “Yeah, I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” Beer jumps up from his seat and glares into the camera. “What about ‘just getting started’?” 
 
    “I meant meta-phor-ically,” The One says, leaning back in his chair and peeling the wrapper off a ration bar. “I barely have enough fuel to get home. And now I’ve got repairs to do. But most important, I’m almost out of food.” 
 
    “Fine,” Beer relents. “I guess we’ll just give up then.” 
 
    “We’re not giving up,” Pants says. “But we need a new plan. My fans agree, for the most part.” 
 
    “Wake me up when we reach the starline,” The One says, gnawing on his bland candy bar as he trudges off-screen. 
 
    Beer sets his ship’s autopilot, and to relieve his tension he grabs a carton of chocolate multi-milk from the fridge under the dash. His mind quickly switching gears, he moans, “Man, I don’t wanna go to school. Can you imagine what life would be like if we actually found the black gold? We’d never have to go back again.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that one,” Horton says. “This whole in-person thing is really cramping my style.” 
 
    “Do you remember the title of the book summary we’re supposed to read?” Beer asks as he opens a puzzle game on his ship’s window and starts idly sorting colored bricks.  
 
    “Hmm, I can’t remember. It was some historical thing, I think, about that blue-eye drug. What’s it called again, seasoning?” 
 
    Beer shrugs. “That sounds riveting.”  
 
    “Spoilers,” Pants complains. 
 
    “We’re not spoiling anything,” Beer says. “It’s history. We already know what happened.” 
 
    “Well I don’t know…” 
 
    “Guhh,” Beer groans. “Forget it. I gotta use the space toilet.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s the difference between a space toilet and a regular toilet?” Horton asks. 
 
    “I think you already know the answer to that.” Beer grins and noisily sucks the last few drops of milk from the bottom of the carton. 
 
    Jumping up from his chair, he tosses the crumpled container in the airlock and plods into the living room. On the TV, a group of primitive humans is hanging out inside the same ancient-Earth apartment after which Beer modeled the interior of his ship, arguing about the best way to express pretzel-thirst. The picture-in-picture effect of the room-within-a-room used to give him vertigo, but he’s gotten used to it. He grabs the remote from the table, turns the sound up, and a chorus of one-liners and canned laughter accompanies him to the bathroom. When he’s finished emptying his bladder, he flops onto his faded green couch and stares at the screen, fidgeting with the remote until the show is over. Before he can get sucked into the next episode, he rolls off the couch and searches through the cupboards for something to eat. But nothing looks appetizing.  
 
    He anxiously glances around the quiet room, waiting for something to happen. When nothing does, he trudges back to the cockpit and flops into the captain’s seat. 
 
    “You there, Horton?” he asks. 
 
    “Where else would I be?” Horton says. 
 
    “You’ve been reading up on the black gold, right? Why do you think all these people are after it? What do you think they want it for?” 
 
    “I have no clue. Even Ponce Raleigh never mentioned that part.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter what it’s for,” Beer says. “What are you gonna do with your share, once we find it?” 
 
    “I’ll probably start by modding my ship. You know, deck it out with all the craziest stuff I could never afford. What about you?” 
 
    “You know?” Beer says. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Hey, I got a groupie on me, can somebody take care of it?” Pants shouts. 
 
    “What are you playing, Pants?” Beer asks. 
 
    “Immaterial Girl,” she says. “There’s two more, somebody heal me! Why, you want to play?” 
 
    “No, no… no,” Beer says. 
 
    “Sure,” Horton says. 
 
    “Well, all right,” Beer relents, “since there’s nothing else to do.” 
 
    “Ha, I knew it.” Briefly lifting the sticker-plastered goggles transmitting the game into her cerebrum, Pants cackles and throws her head back. “You always make fun of it, but you guys think this game is brule! You want to play with girls!” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Beer says. “We have a lot of time to kill, that’s all. It’s probably gonna be lame anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Horton says. “We just want to play so that the next time we make fun of it we’ll know exactly what we’re talking about.” 
 
    Pants puts her face up to the camera and sticks her tongue out. “Are you guys going to quit whining and get in here?”  
 
     Beer quickly installs the game on his ship’s computer and pulls it up on the window. The title screen shows a neon mushroom cloud turning a bunch of regular humanoid women into glowing mutants. From a few thousand choices, Beer selects a skinny rodent character with four arms and small round ears. He shortens her bright purple hair and changes the color of her fur to a bright shade of blue. Next he pores over clothing options and picks out a faded leather jacket and pants, and big goggles to rest across her forehead. He adds black boots and a few piercings, and her look becomes something like post-apocalyptic-biker-squirrel. Finally, he pulls her blank expression into a cocky smirk and saves his work. 
 
    “Hey, what are you guys doing?” The One drops back into his chair, groggily rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “We’re playing Immaterial Girl with Pants,” Horton says. 
 
    “What the fish,” The One says. “Why didn’t anybody tell me? I wanna play.” 
 
    “You better hurry,” Beer warns his little brother. “I’m almost done filling in my stats.” 
 
    “You could wait for me,” The One complains. 
 
    Beer laughs giddily. “The future waits for no one.” 
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    Adam wakes to feet in his face. He pushes them away and sits up with a jerk, momentarily unable to recall the identity of the person lying, head to toe, next to him. But the soft feminine snores emanating from the other end of the mattress quickly remind him. 
 
    The TV casts a flickering glow over the dark room, muttering to itself, “Do you think that if you were falling in space, that you would slow down after a while or go faster and faster?” 
 
    As Adam stands, he trips over a dark heap of clothes and loudly crashes into the wall. “Gah!” 
 
    “Hey, I’m sleeping here!” Daizy complains. 
 
    He sneaks into the bathroom and stares at his shabby appearance in the mirror. Cupping his hands in the tiny sink, he splashes a small amount of lukewarm water on his face and attempts to tame his extreme bedhead. 
 
    When he gets back to the living room, he finds Daizy on the ground pawing through his physical media collection, her tail sticking up and waving in the air. 
 
    “Be careful with those,” he says, flicking on the light. “They’re fragile and really hard to find.” 
 
    “I’m just looking.” Daizy turns and scowls at him. “It’s not like I’m going to break anything. Ooh, what’s this one?” She holds up a green half-circle with alien writing crudely scrawled across the front. 
 
    “That’s nothing,” Adam walks toward her, reaching for the tape. “Don’t look at that.” 
 
    Daizy tries fitting the tape into different players stacked next to the TV until she finds one that fits and shoves it in. A distorted image appears on the screen, and the tracking automatically adjusts to bring into focus three sinewy, wizened creatures with pale, dry skin and black marble eyes exhaling vaguely erotic, animalistic moans as they prod each other with bony, gnarled fingers. 
 
    “Eww…” Daizy teeters back onto the bed with her hands over her mouth. 
 
    Adam presses a button on the player, and the machine spits out the tape. “Yeah, yeah, we all got urges.” 
 
    “Yeah, but FITS porn?” She looks at him, wide-eyed and grimacing. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one looking through my stuff,” Adam says. “Who said you could… Wait a minute – how do you know what FITS porn looks like?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know,” Daizy stammers. “I’ve just heard about it.” She blushes and her tail frantically flaps against the bed. “What do you have besides porn?” Turning away from him, she leans off the edge of the bed and starts searching for another tape. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Adam says, noticing the light blinking in the cockpit. “We’re coming up on the starline.” 
 
    “Finally,” she says, jumping to her feet. “I can’t wait to get out of these clothes.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not stopping you.” He grins. 
 
    She punches his arm, shoving him toward the front of the ship, and he falls into the captain’s chair. He grabs an Ol’ Guard from the fridge and notices Daizy staring as he lifts the can to his mouth, so he snatches another one and tosses it to her.  
 
    The starline is a colossal glowing tunnel filled with traffic. Ships stream out in reaching waves toward the fluorescent light radiating from its surface, a beacon to distant travelers. Adam leans over the dash and gawks, paralyzed, as they glide toward the gleaming, planet-sized cuboid. 
 
    “You have to get in line,” Daizy says, pointing to a long string of ships waiting beneath a blinking green arrow. 
 
    Adam guides his ship toward the swirling sea of arriving spacecraft and pulls up behind a big yellow banana boat with a hula girl painted on the hull. He gazes out at the ships darting around the giant building and for a moment, amidst the raging tide of life, the universe seems to open up before him, offering a glimpse of the boundless potential inherent in all things. Daizy appears unfazed. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Adam asks. 
 
    Daizy shrugs and sips her beer. “We wait.” 
 
    “You want to play movie trivia?” he suggests. “This distinctive character actor served as the inspiration for a secret society whose members supposedly bore enough of a resemblance to its namesake to have been his offspring…” 
 
    “Nah,” she says. 
 
    “So…” The banana lurches forward and Adam pulls up. “You’re a scrapper too?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sets her beer down and glares at him. “What, a girl can’t do that either?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I was just thinking your ship was kind of small for it. You wouldn’t be able to haul much.” 
 
    “You don’t have to haul much if it’s valuable enough.” She gulps from her beer. “You probably pick up everything you can find.” 
 
    “Yeah, so what’s wrong with that?” Adam asks. 
 
    An ad for Ferd’s pops up on the window, “—everything under the sun. Haven’t you heard? You can find it all at—” and Adam swipes it away. 
 
    “It’s inefficient,” Daizy says. “Most of what you salvage probably isn’t worth the fuel to drag it.” 
 
    “Hey, I do just fine.” Adam finishes his beer and crushes the can against the dash, in a gratuitous display of brute strength. 
 
    “Well I do great.” She smashes her empty can between her hands and reaches into the fridge. 
 
    “Why don’t we watch a movie?” Adam says, bringing up a list on the window. 
 
    Daizy scrolls through, frowning. “Where’s the good stuff?” 
 
    “This is the good stuff.” 
 
    “Lame.” She leans back in her seat, wrapping her tail around her ankles, and sips her beer. 
 
    “There’s no winning,” Adam grumbles. 
 
    “Sure there is,” she says. “It just doesn’t look the way you think it does.” 
 
    He glares at her and murmurs, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’re up.” 
 
    “What?” he involuntarily shouts. 
 
    Daizy looks at him humorlessly and points toward the window. “It’s your turn.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says, slinking down into his seat. 
 
    An impassive man in a dingy white uniform waves them forward from inside a floating booth at the head of the line. Adam pulls up and the spiffy attendant mimes something through the window. 
 
    “What the fish is he saying?” Adam asks. 
 
    Daizy shakes her head. “Turn to the utility channel.”  
 
    “—ional passengers?” The man finishes just as Adam opens the feed. 
 
    “Hello?” Adam says. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” the man impatiently grumbles. 
 
    “Uh, no holdup,” Adam says. 
 
    “How many passengers?” 
 
    “You mean, including me?” Adam asks. 
 
    The attendant closes his eyes and sighs dramatically. “Including yourself, how many total passengers are you transporting?” 
 
    “Just two,” Adam says. 
 
    “Please state your destination.” 
 
    “Earth…” 
 
    “Are you carrying any animals, fruits, or vegetables?” the attendant asks. 
 
    “No,” Adam says. “Unless rations count as vegetables.” 
 
    “They do not.” 
 
    A bill appears on the window, and Adam’s shoulders slump. “Are you kidding me? That’s almost enough crits to pay off my ship.” 
 
    “So what?” Daizy whispers. “Pretty soon you’ll have more credits than you’ll know what to do with.” 
 
     Adam nervously fondles the cube in his pocket as he considers his options. “Fish,” he groans, pressing his thumb to the window. 
 
    The man in the booth impatiently waves them forward. “Please allow your ship to guide you to the coordinates on your screen.” 
 
    “Where do we—” Adam starts to ask, but he’s interrupted when the Asteroid Jones II abruptly accelerates, weaving through traffic as it glides up across a holographic grid of transparent red light. In a few seconds, it arrives at the coordinates indicated on the window and parks itself in a tight space behind a huge metallic sphere. 
 
    Ships are packed in around them on all sides, separated by nothing but virtual dividers, and Adam immediately feels claustrophobic. “Another line?” he moans. 
 
    “Would you relax?” Daizy says. “We’re going to be on the other side of the universe in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “I guess I imagined the blink of an eye being a little faster than this.” He falls back against his seat and sighs. “What do you want to do until we start moving?” 
 
    “Wait,” Daizy says. 
 
    “Hmph, I guess there’s only one thing left to do at a time like this,” Adam says, swiping at the window to scroll through his movie list as he reaches into the fridge for another beer. 
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    “What’s going on?” Dave asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Steve says, crouching around the side of their company van. “I can’t make out what they’re saying.” 
 
    On the other side of the lot, Zok is talking to a tall, blonde bombshell. Steve tries his best to eavesdrop on their conversation, but their words are drowned out by an endless stream of ships passing over the black pyramid, creating an unrelenting soundtrack of whirring engines and howling wind. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before they notice us,” Dave says. 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” Steve steps out from behind the van and begins stomping across the lot. 
 
    “Hey, wait a second,” Dave calls, scurrying in pursuit. 
 
    “I’m so glad we could arrange this partnership,” Steve hears the woman saying as he approaches. 
 
    Neither she nor Zok notices him until he’s close enough to touch them. But before he can utter a word, his arm is forcefully seized and twisted around his back. 
 
    “Ow, ow.” Steve shimmies and hops, struggling to wrench free. 
 
    The woman looks at him curiously, and asks, “Who are you?” 
 
    Dave catches up, waving his hands, and explains, “We’re from the ICA. We don’t want any trouble. We’re looking for the Asteroid Jones, same as you.” 
 
    The woman nods and Steve’s arm is freed. He turns and glares up at the muscular bodyguard who apprehended him and mutters, “Thanks.” 
 
    “What do you know about the Asteroid Jones?” the woman asks. 
 
    “Well, nothing,” Dave says. 
 
    “But we want to help you find it,” Steve adds. “Admiral Zok will vouch for us.” 
 
    “That’s Vice Admiral.” Zok dismissively glances at the two pleading men. “They’re hangers-on. I highly doubt they will be of any help to us.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Steve says. “I’m sure we have something to offer. If we could just speak with The Foreman…” 
 
    The woman crosses her slender arms and smiles. “You have my ear.” 
 
    “Oh, umm,” Steve mutters. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir?” 
 
    “We apologize for the intrusion,” Dave says. 
 
    “That’s my fault.” Rubbing his arm, Steve glances at the black-clad security guards surrounding them. “All we’re after is Adam Jones. We know he has something you want, and you can have it. We just want him.” 
 
    The Foreman defers to the vice admiral. “What do you think, Zok?” 
 
    “I think these guys are useless,” Zok says. 
 
    “Coming from a guy who buys an obscene amount of compu-porn,” Steve mumbles. 
 
    “AHAHAHA,” The Foreman cackles. “I knew there was something off about you, Zok.” 
 
    Zok stares down at them, red-faced and shaking. 
 
    “I’m just kidding around,” Steve says. “Chit, I like… smut.” 
 
    “I like your style, boys,” The Foreman says. “Why don’t you come inside and help us work this thing out.” Fluidly turning toward the giant pyramid, her golden hair sweeping across her back, she slips into the stream of customers crowding the walkway and disappears into the dark building. 
 
    Zok follows close behind, grumbling under his breath. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Dave says. 
 
    “Come on.” Steve grabs Dave’s arm and drags him across the sidewalk and through the crammed entrance.  
 
    The pair pushes against a roaring mob of alien bodies flowing in sweaty currents through the lobby, and Steve cranes his neck to look ahead. 
 
    “What do you see?” Dave shouts over the bustle. 
 
    “More of the same,” Steve says. When he spots The Foreman and Zok ducking into a hallway at the far end of the cavernous room, he grabs hold of Dave’s arm and starts shoving people out of the way. Progress is slow against the tide, but they finally stumble out into the hall. “Chit, I think we lost them.” 
 
    They sprint to the end of the bright corridor, past a room full of well-aged humanoids performing obscene acts in candle wax, and they find The Foreman and Zok waiting in the elevator. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us,” Zok says. 
 
    Stepping into the spacious box, Dave tells The Foreman, “This is quite a place you got here. I visited a couple times when I was a kid, but it’s something else now.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” she says, as the elevator lifts off. “It’s my home and my life’s work. It’s come a long way.” 
 
    “But you didn’t build it yourself,” Steve says. “It started out as a small trading post, put in place by the first Foreman some five hundred years ago.” He looks at Dave and grins. “I bet you didn’t know that.” 
 
    The Foreman smiles and touches Steve’s arm. “Of course, I didn’t do it all myself. A lot of hard work went into building Scrapper’s Delight.” 
 
    Steve feels his muscles relaxing as he looks into her eyes, half-hypnotized. “Well, it’s something.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Zok scoffs. “Eloquently put.” 
 
    “I had no idea The Foreman was a beautiful woman,” Dave says. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she says, turning her gaze on him. 
 
    “Guhh…” Dave’s eyes glaze over, and his mouth drops open as she moves her hand to his shoulder. 
 
    The elevator doors slide open, and the four unlikely allies step into the nautical lobby outside The Foreman’s office. Steve immediately dashes toward the coffee machine in the corner and sticks a small disposable cup underneath the spout. He presses the button for xpresso, and the machine hums and shakes and leaks a thick black tar. Gingerly lifting the cup to his mouth, he slurps a tiny bit of the dark liquid, and his lips instantly pucker. “Ahh,” he sighs and coughs, eyes watering.  “It’s a fine brew.” 
 
    “Please, gentlemen,” The Foreman opens the door to her office and waves them inside. 
 
    Zok takes a seat on a wood bench in front of the fake fire as Steve and Dave wander around the room, gazing at the trinkets lining the walls. Steve steps across the plank floor to The Foreman’s monstrous desk, the surface of which is buried under a mound of miscellaneous scrap, and he plucks out an electronic rod in the shape of a thumb. He gazes at it for a moment, turning it between his fingers, and then knocks it against the edge of the desk a couple times. 
 
    “Please.” The Foreman takes the object from his hand and sets it back on the desk. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” 
 
    Zok grunts in agreement. 
 
    “If I understand correctly, we’re all looking for Adam Jones,” The Foreman says. 
 
    “So what?” Steve says, between loud slurps of his coffee. 
 
    “So, does anyone have any ideas about how we might find him?” She looks around the room, expectantly, and leans back against her desk, revealing even more of her perfect, silky thighs. 
 
    “The UE has nothing on him,” Zok says. “It’s no surprise. He’s not a citizen. But I’ve sent out an image of his ship to all of our surveillance units. They will contact us the moment he’s spotted.” 
 
    “Good,” The Foreman says. “And I’ll make sure we’re alerted if the element turns up in any scrap shop in the habitable universe.” She turns her attention on Steve and Dave and asks, “What have you two brought to the table?” 
 
    “Oh,” Steve says. “We’ve got all kinds of information on Adam Jones. You can have it.” 
 
    “We’re only supposed to access customer information for official business,” Dave whispers. 
 
    “This is official business.” 
 
    “You know what I mean!” 
 
    “We’ll lose our jobs if we don’t do this,” Steve insists. “On the one hand, we definitely lose; on the other hand, we might possibly win.” 
 
    Dave shrugs. “When you put it like that.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” The Foreman says. 
 
    Steve sets his coffee on the desk and takes out his phone. As he’s messing with it, The Foreman lifts his cup and slides a Scrapper’s Delight coaster underneath it. He presses his thumb to the screen and waits for the credit system to verify his identity. When the database loads, he types Adam’s name into the search box and a long list appears.  
 
    He squints at it. “Hmph.” 
 
    “What is it?” The Foreman asks. 
 
    “There are thousands of Adam Joneses in the system.” He laughs, swiping at the massive list. 
 
    “How do we determine which one is our Adam Jones?” she asks. 
 
    Steve shakes his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, this was a lovely waste of time,” Zok says, with more than a hint of I-told-you-so. 
 
    “I’ve got it.” Dave grins, pointing his finger into the air. “Search by plate number. I remember – it was A-J-9-0-0-0.” 
 
    “Ooh, good thinking, Dave.” Steve enters the number and the list reduces to a single result. “It worked. We got him.” 
 
    The Foreman rolls her eyes. “What does it say?” 
 
    Steve scrolls down the page. “He’s a big fan of rations, a regular at Ferd’s. He buys a lot of fuel, food, movies… and he recently got a haircut.” 
 
    “It’s so simple,” Zok interjects. “All we have to do is look for a guy with a fresh trim who eats.” 
 
    “This is interesting,” Steve says, ignoring the ackle. “He just bought two tickets from the nearest starline. It doesn’t tell us where he’s going, but we know where he went.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Zok springs out of his chair and marches toward the door. 
 
    “Hold on,” The Foreman says. “By the time we get there, he’ll be long gone. Before we start chasing this guy across the universe, let’s see what else we can find out.” She waves at Steve to continue. 
 
    “He was in massive debt,” Steve says. “Big surprise there. However, that changed after a recent trip to Ferd’s.” He scowls at the screen. “Chit, this guy’s got plenty of crits, and he still hasn’t paid off his ship.” 
 
    “Go on,” she says. 
 
    “He drinks, a lot. There’s also a series of payments made to a company called SPACEJUNKLLSC…” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” The Foreman waves her glass in the air. “Go back. You said this guy used to be broke. How did he get the credit to pay for his ship in the first place?” 
 
    “He had a co-signer on the loan,” Steve says. 
 
    “Who was that?” she asks. 
 
    Steve scrolls up the page. “Somebody named… Silas Jones.” 
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    “Ugh,” The One groans as he unceremoniously follows his friends through the wormhole. He stares longingly into the empty fridge beneath the dash and grabs his stomach. “I gotta eat something, you guys.” 
 
    “We’ll be home in a minute,” Beer says, glaring through his video feed. “We’re lucky we can even travel like this. If Horton hadn’t figured out a way to game the starline-rewards, we’d never be able to afford it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” The One says. 
 
    “First class, even!” Beer says. 
 
    The One’s stomach growls, and he scrunches his face. “That’s great and all, but I’m starving over here.” 
 
    “You know,” Horton’s voice chimes, “you could probably survive without food longer than any of us.” 
 
    “This will serve as a good lesson for our next mission,” Beer says. 
 
    “Will The One ever eat again?” Pants asks. “Will we finish our summer reading assignments? What happened to the Asteroid Jones II, and where is the element? Tune in next time for—” 
 
    “Would you give it a rest, Pants?” Beer says. 
 
    The One closes his eyes and tries to keep his mind off dinner as the team nears the familiar blue-gray orb they call home. 
 
    “Hey, you guys want to play Immaterial Girl later?” Pants asks. 
 
    “Sure!” Beer and Horton enthusiastically exclaim. 
 
    “What about you, The One?” Pants asks. 
 
    “Yeah okay,” The One says. “That’ll be fun, I guess.” 
 
    Hunks of debris clank against his ship as he navigates the dense trash field orbiting the planet. He spots a lump of metal that looks like a perfect candidate to replace one of the obliterated sesame seeds on his bun, but he decides it isn’t worth being late for dinner. As the craft enters the atmosphere, it shakes furiously and flames flicker over the window. 
 
    The One anxiously taps the dash and fidgets in his seat. “Come on, come on,” he mutters to himself as his ship glides across the gray sky, zipping past wide swaths of decomposing rubble and dead earth. 
 
    “Commercial time,” Pants says. “See you guys later.” Her pink kitten drifts down toward the houses dotting the wasteland below and disappears through the clouds. 
 
    “Bye, Pants,” Horton says. “I guess I’m going home too.” 
 
    “Hey, will you send me that book summary when you find it?” Beer asks. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Horton says as his dark boomerang sails down the sky. 
 
    “Let’s go already,” The One complains. He guides his ship down through a wispy cloud toward the familiar arrangement of little boxes that make up their neighborhood and lands atop the great landfill mountain behind their house. 
 
    As soon as his ship is powered down, he races into the back, down the metal steps, and bursts out of the bottom bun. He skids down the trash pile, laughing, and tumbles into their backyard. The sky is just starting to turn from burnt orange to purple, and the warm late-summer air hugs his skin as he sprints across the dry lawn toward the weather-beaten ranch. 
 
    “Mom, I’m home,” he yells, as he pushes through the screen door. 
 
    “Where have you two been?” Mom shouts back from the kitchen. “Is your brother with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s here,” The One says, sitting on the steps to untie his shoes. 
 
    “Dinner’s almost ready,” she calls. 
 
    Before The One can get his sneakers off, Beer bursts through the door and throws his windbreaker on the floor. “Hurry up,” he says, knocking his brother over as he squeezes up the steps. 
 
    The One finally yanks his foot free, stumbles up the steps, through the dingy kitchen, and into the corner of the narrow dining room. He almost topples his chair reaching for the overflowing bowl in the center of the table as he eagerly piles spaghetti onto his plate. 
 
    “Are you ready for school?” Mom asks. 
 
    “Ye-esss,” Beer moans as he wrestles the pronged serving spoon away from his brother. 
 
    Mom looks at Beer and says, “Michael, I know you’re working on your summer reading. Billy, did you finish your homework?” 
 
    The One stalls, fake-mumbling through a mouthful of pasta, and finally says, “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Well, make sure you do,” Mom says. “Did you two have fun with Jor and Kelly-chan?” 
 
    “Yes,” the boys drone. 
 
    “I bet you’re excited for school tomorrow,” she says. “When I was your age I couldn’t wait to go back. You get to learn lots of new things and see all the friends you missed over the summer—” 
 
    The One’s e-phone rings, mercifully interrupting Mom’s spiel, and he wrenches it from his pocket. Pants’s cherubic face appears on the glass, and she asks, “Hey, are you guys done yet? Me and Horton are already playing.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” The One tells her. “Mom, can we finish in our room?” 
 
    “Well, I guess so…” Mom looks down at the table, spattered with sauce and strewn with dirty dishes, and sighs. 
 
    With their plates and glasses in hand, The One and Beer jump out of their seats and race toward the back of the house. 
 
    “What about dessert?” Mom shouts after them. 
 
    “Can you bring it to our room?” The One yells back. 
 
    They plunk down into folding chairs in front of their cluttered desks and strap on matching plastic goggles. The One’s interface boots, and he enters Immaterial Girl. His character, a subtly feminine troll with dark green skin and leather scraps for clothes, appears on a bustling cobblestone street opposite a potion shop spilling purple smoke from its door and windows. Avatars from a dozen different imagined alien races — young and old, pint-sized and towering, scrawny and rotund, clad in suits of bejeweled armor and sweeping robes surrounded by bright auras – stroll, run and skip through the square around him.  
 
    The One glances through the window of one of the many stone storefronts and stares at the browned carcass of a gigantic bird roasting on a longsword, dripping grease and glistening in the firelight. He licks his lips, lifts his goggles, and reaches for his fork. 
 
    “Where are you guys?” he asks as he twirls a heap of spaghetti onto his fork and stabs a giant meatball. 
 
    “Meet us at The Ol’ Lady,” Pants says. 
 
    The One stuffs the entire forkful between his cheeks and, pulling his goggles down, mumbles, “Kay, be thrr in a semmond.” 
 
    He starts his troll queen running in the direction of The Ol’ Lady and looks over her gear, equipping a helmet she looted a few days prior as offers for weapons, armor, building materials, magic items, and group invites flood the chat. 
 
    “Totking, totking, totking,” The One babbles into the chatter. When she spots The Ol’ Lady, she stops a few doors down and casts a tolerance spell on herself. A yellow glow briefly pulses through her body and fades away, spilling across the cobblestone street and out of existence. She lets out a gruff titter and slips inside the little building. 
 
    The room is dim and full of armor-clad customers seated at candlelit tables. In the corner, The One spots three familiar shapes shrouded in darkness. She approaches their table, squeezes into the open chair, and warily glances at the shadowy figures. 
 
    “Finally,” Pants complains, her pink fur bristling. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Beer-as-biker-squirrel asks, leaning into the candelight. 
 
    “Aww, are you tired?” The One taunts. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here,” Horton says from the shadows, everything but her shiny black lips and pale jaw hidden underneath her dark robe, “what’s on the agenda?” 
 
    “Before we do anything, I say we have some drinks to celebrate our first mission.” The One waves at the werebear drying a glass behind the bar and shouts, “Prairie oysters all around!” 
 
    “Ulchh,” Pants grimaces, sticking out her tongue. 
 
    Every rough-and-tumble customer in the dark room, except Pants, gathers around the bar as the NPC lays out half a dozen glasses and starts cracking eggs. 
 
    “To the black gold!” The One lifts the concoction into the air, swallows it in one slimy gulp, and slams her empty glass on the counter. “Another round,” she tells the bartender. The strangers at the bar cheer as they collect their free drinks, and The One juggles three more yellow-brown glasses back to the team’s table. 
 
    “I think we should raid Candy Cavern next,” Pants says. 
 
    “Have you completely lost your mind?” Horton says, slurping down one of the murky drinks. 
 
    “You might be high enough level, Pants,” Beer says. “But Candy Cavern is way too tough for the rest of us. We’re gonna have to grind out some XP first.” She swirls her glass, holds her nose, and sucks down the smelly brew. “What about Gory Gummy Forest?” 
 
    “Maybe we should—” Horton starts, when her mouth suddenly drops, and she grabs her stomach. 
 
    “What’s wrong with—” Beer’s face turns pale. 
 
    They both begin to sway back and forth. Incapable of holding it in any longer, The One bursts out laughing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Pants asks. 
 
    The One wipes her eyes and raises her glass. “These are the strongest drinks in the game.” 
 
    Beer and Horton stare at their glasses with sick remorse. With the exception of a few shrewd outliers, everyone in the bar is rocking in their seats. 
 
    “You ackle,” Beer says. 
 
    “How come you’re not sick?” Pants asks. “You drank as much as they did.” 
 
    The One removes her tolerance spell, and a cascade of yellow light spills off her and scatters across the floorboards. 
 
    “Oh, real good,” Horton says. She leans over the table and violently vomits green sludge onto the floor. “Who knows how long it’ll take for the effects to wear off.” 
 
    “Just calm down,” The One says, still trying and failing to stifle her laughter. “It was just a joke. Relax. We haven’t even figured out where we’re going yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, and now, hic—” Beer slaps her forehead. “It’s gonna take us, hic, even longer to get there.” 
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    On the screen, a bunch of ancient humans frantically climb between box rooms in a futile attempt to escape a shared, labyrinthine prison as the walls dispatch them, one by one, in gruesome fashion. Out the other end of the window, ships zip by with monotonous regularity. 
 
    Daizy yawns, stretches, and glances at Adam passed out in the seat next to her, his feet on the dash, arms hanging at his sides. The black gold is securely stuffed inside his pants pocket. 
 
    The metal floor is cold against her bare feet as she jumps up and plods into the living room, holding up her baggy shorts to keep them from falling off. She sits in front of the TV to browse through Adam’s video collection and starts picking through one of the many boxes scattered throughout the room. It’s full of tapes and discs of different sizes, shapes, and colors. They look ancient; housed in faded cardboard sleeves and plastic holders, with titles, many in dead languages, printed on glossy stickers or scribbled in marker across their fragile cases. Failing to find anything appealing, she pushes the box aside and drags another one out from behind the TV. Inside, she finds more movies. 
 
    “Chit, is this all this guy ever does?” she wonders aloud. 
 
    As she rummages through the box, she discovers a folded piece of paper crammed in between the tapes. She pulls it out and unfolds it. It’s a photograph of a smiling little boy and an older man, who looks sort of like Adam, standing in front of an old beat-up ship with the words “Asteroid Jones” painted across its hull. She turns the picture over, and she can just make out light pencil markings in the corner: “Silas and Adam – Adam’s first flight.” 
 
    “Hello?” a voice calls from the front of the ship. 
 
    Startled by the sudden intrusion, Daizy stuffs the picture back into the box and springs to her feet. 
 
    “Hello? Is anyone there?” the voice asks. 
 
    Dashing to the cockpit, she calls out, “Yes, we’re here.” 
 
    “Next stop Earth,” the voice says. “Prepare for takeoff.” 
 
    Daizy sits in the passenger seat and buckles herself in. She smacks Adam in the chest, and he jerks awake. 
 
    “We’re next,” she says. 
 
    Adam fumbles over the dash and stares out the window, scratching his head. “What? Where do I go?” 
 
    “You go straight,” she says. 
 
    “But there’s nothing out there.” 
 
    “Just…” She throws her hands into the air, exasperated. “Trust me, all right?” 
 
    Adam shrugs and Daizy clutches the sides of her seat as the Asteroid Jones II hurtles through the holographic tunnel and out into open space. In an instant, a rocky blue-gray planet, largely obscured by a thick layer of orbiting scrap, is hovering outside the window in front of them. 
 
    “Hey, what happened?” Adam glances around the cockpit. “We’re already there?” 
 
    Daizy holds up her hands and wiggles her fingers. “Like magic…” 
 
    “This place looks like a dump,” Adam says. “I heard it used to be pretty nice, a long, long time ago. My ancestors were from Earth, you know.” 
 
    “That’s not the sort of thing I’d brag about,” she says. “I’ve been here before.” 
 
    They crash through a field of metal bits and old satellites, and as the ship enters the atmosphere, ghostly red flames engulf the windows and it shudders violently. 
 
    “Is this thing going to make it?” Daizy asks. 
 
    “Oh, she’ll make it,” Adam says. 
 
    Before long, the tremors cease, and the Asteroid Jones II glides down through bright gray sky. The planet’s surface is all muted browns and grays, alternating stretches of dead fields and dusty lakebeds which morph into sprawling tracts of decaying, overgrown cityscape. 
 
    “Are you sure there’s somebody here who can afford the black gold?” Adam asks. “This whole planet looks dead.” 
 
    “It is, mostly,” Daizy says. “But it’s also home to one of the biggest and oldest scrap markets in the universe, located in the last city on Earth – Hoboken, New Jersey.” 
 
    Adam shrugs and enters the destination into his ship’s autopilot. “After all the stories I heard about this planet growing up, I can’t believe this is all that’s left.” 
 
    “Every origin planet ends up like this,” Daizy says. “Most of them are worse.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    She crosses her arms and snorts. “I told you, I’m a scrapper. I’ve been everywhere.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a scrapper too,” he says. “I know things.” 
 
    Daizy looks over at Adam, smiling dopily and sipping his day-old beer, and wonders about letting her guard down, even around somebody as clueless as the ape-person seated next to her. 
 
    “We used to move around a lot, when I was a kid,” she finally says. “Wherever my parents heard there was a good score, that’s where we’d go.” 
 
    “I get that,” Adam says. “I barely got to know my parents, but yours sound a lot like my grandpa… pretty cool, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” she says. 
 
    Adam parks in a sprawling lot on the edge of the city, and they disembark into a wasteland full of rusty, timeworn ships. The wind mercilessly whips the dry dirt into the air, making it difficult to see or breathe. 
 
    “At least it’s warm,” Adam says, covering his mouth. 
 
    “That’s one of the side effects of sucking a planet dry,” Daizy tells him. 
 
    He walks to the meter and presses his thumb to the display. “These prices are insane. You think thirty minutes will cover it?” 
 
    Daizy glares at him, and he throws his hands up. She tromps across the lot and glances down the street. Crude buildings constructed out of recycled plastic make up the bulk of the neighborhood. A few dented metal vehicles putt past over the rocky pavement, but most of the Earthlings navigate the crumbling maze on foot, lazily avoiding the plastic-bag tumbleweed as they trudge along the dusty sidewalks with the weary gait of the dispossessed. An old, sun-baked woman gives Daizy a strange look as she shuffles past, dragging a chattering kid covered in dust. When the little girl notices Daizy, she stops talking and holds her fingers up in a ‘V.’ 
 
    “I have to find some new clothes,” Daizy moans, peeling Adam’s dirty shirt away from her skin. 
 
    Adam is still grumbling about the price of parking as she leads him across the street and down a thin alley between two makeshift apartment buildings. Clothes crisscross the sky, drying in the stale air, and sweaty people lean out of windows above, lazily staring at the awkward pair as they wander the paths below. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Adam asks. 
 
    “We need to find the market,” Daizy says. “Somebody there will know where we can sell that thing.” 
 
    Adam sticks his hand in his pocket and pulls out his phone. “Rat farts, I’m not getting any reception.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to,” she tells him. “There’s too much half-operational chit floating around in orbit. The planet is one big dead zone.” 
 
    “Hmph.” He holds his phone in the air and stubbornly continues searching for a signal. 
 
    Before long, Daizy starts to detect a low, distant rumble in the air. The sound grows louder, echoing between the multi-colored buildings as the two make their way deeper through the plastic alleys toward the center of the city. When they finally reach the source of the noise, they emerge from the passageway into a crowded outdoor marketplace. 
 
    “Oh man, it reeks!” Adam says, waving his hand in front of his face. 
 
    “I forgot about that,” Daizy says. “I don’t know how…” She squeezes her nostrils and tries not to breathe with her mouth. 
 
    Tucked between the bright walls of the surrounding buildings is a bustling bazaar packed with stalls and storefronts selling a seemingly endless array of foods, scrap, and other goods from Earth and beyond. Throngs of native and alien customers congest the walkways, their fierce negotiations producing a steady, garbled roar. 
 
    If there is a way to effectively navigate the mob, Daizy fails to decipher it before being swept away by the living tide. Craning her neck back, she sees Adam being dragged along behind her, and she yells over the din of the crowd, “Look for a pawn shop!” 
 
    “How will I know when I see it?” Adam shouts back. 
 
    Daizy shakes her head and motions toward a row of stores built into the bottom level of the surrounding buildings. As they’re pulled through the market, they pass restaurants leaking mouthwatering greasy-fat aromas, a small-parts shop advertising luxury space mats at prices no sane person would ever pay, a convenience store with a neon sign offering a suspiciously low rate on organ loans, an illicit regurge café, and countless other alternately tantalizing and off-putting storefronts. 
 
    “Ooh, look at those space mats,” Adam shouts. 
 
    Daizy finally spots the pawn shop, and she pushes through the mass of people out into a dark alcove. When Adam gets close, she grabs his arm and yanks him toward the deserted building. 
 
    “How do you know this is the place?” he asks her. 
 
    Daizy juts her thumb up, fully aware of the connotation, at a winking yellow smiley face sticking out its tongue on the wall above them. Adam looks at the sign and shrugs. 
 
    “It’s the USU logo,” Daizy says. “The Universal Scrapper’s Union?” 
 
    “Ohh, right,” Adam says, unconvincingly. 
 
    “You can’t have not seen it,” she says. “That stupid face is plastered all over Ferd’s. Please tell me you’ve been paying your dues, if only for the healthcare.” 
 
    He nods, fiddling with the corner of the cube in his pocket. “Oh yeah… no, sure.” 
 
    “Come on.” She grabs his arm and pulls him into the dark store. 
 
    The air inside is even hotter and thicker than outside, with a strong musty undertone, like of an old attic drawer. The walls and shelves are lined with action figures, comic books, ship customizing kits, and other nerdy scrap. Wacky voices and dramatic music blare from screens mounted in the upper corners of the room.  
 
    “Let’s hurry so we can get out of here,” Daizy tells Adam. 
 
    “How may I help you dudes?” A native human with a wide stomach and long, scraggly facial hair smiles at them from behind a glass counter at the far end of the room. 
 
    “Whoa…” Adam darts past Daizy toward a rack stacked with videotapes near the counter. “Look at all these. I’ve never seen this kind of selection.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, kch, kch, kch, we got it all, man,” the clerk says, as he stuffs his face with tree-nut butter flavored Moon-Cheez Ballz. 
 
    “We’re not here to feed your addiction,” Daizy says. 
 
    “What’s this one?” Adam asks, snatching an unmarked tape from the shelf. 
 
    “Oh, that’s Waxwork,” the clerk tells him. 
 
    “Waxwork!” Adam cries. “I’ve been looking for this one.” 
 
    “If you like that,” the clerk says, wiping his Cheez-caked hands on his grody t-shirt, “I got plenty more.” He bends down and hauls a big box up onto the counter. 
 
    “Ugh,” Daizy groans, whipping her tail back and forth in frustration. She impatiently half-listens as Adam rummages through the box, pausing every few seconds to detail the circumstances surrounding his first viewing of some archaic movie or TV show. 
 
    “I was six years old the first time my grandpa showed me this one,” he says. “Such and such is one of my all-time favorites. I can’t believe you have blah, blah, blah. It took me ten years to track down a copy of some dumb thing…” 
 
    “I’ve got a ton of stuff for download, too,” the clerk says. 
 
    “Oh, no-o,” Daizy whines, bracing herself against the counter. 
 
    “You like sitcoms?” the clerk asks. “A friend of mine just brought in a bunch of real rare stuff. I even managed to snag the complete original run of Roseanne.” 
 
    “I’m not a big Roseanne guy,” Adam says. “That whole last season is a shipwreck.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the reboot.” 
 
    Adam looks up at the clerk like he said something offensive. “Yeah, I know, season nine.” 
 
    “Blasphemy,” the clerk says. “The ninth season is a masterstroke of misdirection, culminating on a down but optimistic note that echoes the bittersweet tone which defined so much of the series. It’s a parody of final seasons, feigning a descent into the same shark-infested waters as so many shows before it, and then completely subverting that expectation with a world-upending conclusion that leaves us to contemplate the meaning of our own lives, effectively blurring the line between fiction and reality.” 
 
    Adam is quiet for a moment, and finally says, “Yeah well, whatever does it for you.” 
 
    “You’re getting me worked up.” Wiping the back of his hand across his sweaty forehead, the clerk asks, “Are you into Pants Team Pink? I got almost every episode. I’m still trying to track down a few of the early ones.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is,” Adam says. “You got any more horror movies?” 
 
    Daizy rolls her eyes and groans, but neither of the dolts at the counter seem to notice. 
 
    “Sure, I just got some new ones.” The clerk taps a display built into the counter and starts listing off titles – 
 
    “C.H.U.D.…” 
 
    “Got it,” Adam says. 
 
    “Fright Night…” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Brain Damage… 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “It’s Pat…” 
 
    "Ughuhuh…" Adam shudders. 
 
    “Come on.” Daizy punches his arm. “We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Adam says. “I’ll just take Waxwork.” He presses his thumb to the counter, and the clerk bags his movie. “And I’ll definitely be back soon.” 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Daizy asks him. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Adam yanks the cube out of his pocket and holds it up. “I’m trying to find a buyer.” 
 
    The clerk squints at the object, and shrugs. “What is it?” 
 
    Grinning like a chidiot, Adam scoffs and winks at Daizy. “You ever heard of black gold?” 
 
    The clerk looks at him skeptically. “Yeah, I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “Well, what do you think it’s worth?” Adam asks. 
 
    “If it actually was black gold,” the clerk says, plucking the object from Adam’s hand. “I don’t believe it is, but if it was, it’d be the most valuable object in the universe.” He holds out the cube and drops it back into Adam’s hand in a manner that somehow seems condescending. 
 
    “Do you know anybody who would be interested in an item of such inconceivable desirability?” Adam asks. 
 
    “The only person I know who might be able to afford something like that is The Mighty Big Guy,” the clerk says. “He’s the richest person on Earth, and he does like oddities. ‘The rarer the better,’ he always says.” He sighs and shakes his head. “But I wouldn’t waste his time on fool’s black gold if I were you. There’s no telling what he might do.” 
 
    “Yeah well, I’ll take my chances,” Adam says. “Where do we find this Big Guy?” 
 
    “He stays in the big white building on the river, just east of here,” the clerk says. “You can’t miss it. But I really think you should reconsider.” 
 
    “Thanks for the movie.” Adam waves the tape and heads for the door. 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” the clerk says as he grabs another handful of Moon-Cheez Ballz and turns toward the screen above the counter to watch a bunch of weirdos bumbling around a desert island. 
 
    Daizy follows Adam out of the musty store, and they rejoin the procession of shoppers shuffling along the sidewalk. 
 
    “I think I’m getting the hang of this,” Adam says, stepping in rhythm with the crowd. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s real good.” Daizy surveys the nearby shops and, spotting a pair of designer shoes in one of the windows, grumbles, “Come on.” 
 
    Pushing her way through the crowd, she scrambles toward the bright, inviting storefront, and steps inside. It’s like waking from some horrible, stupid nightmare. Racks of clean, colorful clothing, soft soothing music, and a mercifully pleasant perfume combine to overwhelm her senses. 
 
    “I’m going to wait out here,” Adam calls to her. “That smell gives me a headache.” 
 
    Daizy closes her eyes, exhales a deep sigh of relief, and waves him away. “Yeah okay, do whatever you want…” 
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    Zok takes a long drag off his cigarette and exhales a thick cloud of red smoke over the window, momentarily obscuring his view of the filthy pedestrian masses navigating the parking lot below. 
 
    “Can you believe this?” the short, round ICA employee named Dave asks, stuffing his mouth with grilled prawns. “These are the biggest shrimp I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “A guy could get used to this,” the skinny one called Steve says. “Zok, come get in on this. There’s plenty to go around.” 
 
    “Not if you paid me,” Zok says, as he paces over the dark floorboards of their shared quarters. 
 
    The room is an opulent fishing shack furnished with soft leather couches, a spacious galley stocked with a small fortune’s worth of imported seafood, and a wide holo-screen nestled over what at first glance appears to be a real fireplace; though upon closer inspection, the flame isn’t quite convincing. Nevertheless, there are universe-class chefs on call, capable of preparing meals from “ten thousand galaxies,” and entire floors dedicated to every type of entertainment one could imagine – gambling, hunting, gaming, drinking, dumping, stunting, sexing. Zok has even caught rumblings of a hidden network of illicit activity taking place somewhere behind the scenes, where the most depraved fantasies are fulfilled, like mind-crapping. 
 
    “Ughuhuh…” he shudders and pushes the thought away. He isn’t interested in any of those things. His sole concern is the safe recovery of the element. 
 
    “You really should try it, Zok,” Dave mutters between bites. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” 
 
    As Zok looks upon the grotesque pair, the door to the suite bursts open, and The Foreman saunters in, hips swaying. “Ahoy! Are you boys having a good time?” 
 
    Steve and Dave mime approval, unable to speak through gullets crammed with crustacean.  
 
    Zok nods, his arms folded over his chest. “What news?” 
 
    Pi glides toward him and places her hand on top of his. “Relax, the wheels are in motion.” 
 
    “Well they’re not spinning fast enough,” he says. 
 
    “It won’t be long. Take a cue from your compatriots over there.” She nods at the bloated buffoons on the couch. “They seem to be enjoying themselves.” 
 
    “I want to know what’s happening,” Zok demands. “Have your men located Silas Jones? I won’t be left out of the loop.” 
 
    “When I know something, you’ll know something.” She lightly runs her cool finger along his arm. “Until then, the best thing for you to do is relax.” 
 
    Under the weight of the mission and Pi’s soothing words, Zok drops his guard, slightly, and sighs. 
 
    “That’s a good start,” she says, forcefully rubbing his shoulders. “Now go get yourself a drink.” 
 
    He reluctantly plods to the bar in the corner of the room, glances over the bottles, and selects a dark decanter coated in a permanent layer of grime, its label unreadable and almost completely worn away. The smell of rotted pine trees wafts from the bottle as he carefully pours a thimbleful of the liquid into its cap. He turns to find the others staring at him, and he raises his tiny glass. “To black gold.” He throws his head back and dribbles the liquid into his mouth, wincing as it goes down burning. 
 
    “That’s the… spirit,” Pi says. “Why don’t we head downstairs and throw the space dice?” 
 
    Zok looks down at his empty cap and feels a twinge of anxiety in his chest at the thought of even a brief departure from his duties. 
 
    “We’ll get you another drink at the table,” Pi says. 
 
    He hesitantly sets the cap down and steels himself for fun as Steve and Dave stuff their mouths and pockets full of prawns. The four of them glance at each, awkwardly, as they stagger out of the room and climb into the elevator. The only sounds as the box glides across the sprawling complex are the wet chomping noises produced by the two shameless chidiots gorging themselves in the corner.  
 
    When the doors open, they all step out onto a raucous floor full of sweaty bodies and blinking lights. Zok glances around the room, nervously. The combination of alcohol and computerized sound effects starts his head spinning. 
 
    “Shall we find a table?” Pi suggests. 
 
    “We’re going to go hit the space slots,” Steve says. 
 
    “Yeah, I have a good feeling,” Dave adds, stuffing another wet prawn into his mouth. 
 
    Pi wraps her arm around Zok’s and leads him across the busy floor, through hordes of tourists and waitresses dressed in semi-robotic, curiously erotic shells. She stops one of them, whispers in her ear, and proceeds to guide Zok to a long table surrounded by a dozen rowdy, drunken aliens. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she says. “Your play is comped.”  
 
    She takes his hand and presses his thumb into a box on the table’s raised ledge, and the dealer, an impassive eastern-universal woman in a dark suit and tie, slides him a tray of chips. As he tries to make sense of the game, the waitress appears with a glass of thick black gunk for Pi, along with a thimble of blue liquid. 
 
    “What is it?” Zok asks, but Pi just smiles. 
 
    Across from them, a humanoid with a wrinkly hide and a long trunk wobbles against the table and tosses the dice, inadvertently dipping the end of his tie into his drink. 
 
    “Blecch,” the dealer announces. 
 
    “Ack,” the shooter moans, tripping over himself and sloshing his glass. 
 
    “New shooter,” the dealer announces, pushing the dice in front of Zok. 
 
    “I’ll place your bet,” Pi says. “Relax.” She pokes him lightly in the ribs, and Zok can’t help but crack a smirk. 
 
    He hesitantly picks up the twenty-sided dice, and the other players watch in anticipation as he tosses them. One die catches the ledge of the table and bounces back in, and the other flies out of the pit, striking the backside of an elegant woman whose skin shimmers even brighter than the cascade of giant stones around her neck. 
 
    She screams and drops her glass, spilling her drink onto the carpet. “Who threw that?!” she shrieks, her face turning a shade of red Zok has never seen before. 
 
    The people around her pause for a beat and then laugh and turn back to what they were doing. Pi cackles hysterically, and Zok hides behind her until the glittering woman stomps away. 
 
    “Roll again,” the dealer says. 
 
    Zok’s hand shakes as he picks up the dice and tosses them. This time he manages to keep them on the table. 
 
    “That’s the way,” somebody shouts. 
 
    Zok gets the dice back and throws again. 
 
    When they land, a scruffy scrapper wearing a tank top and a green eyeshade yells in his ear, “That’s it, you beautiful ackle!” 
 
    “You’re a natural,” Pi whispers. 
 
    Zok loosens the collar of his uniform and slugs back his glowing drink. The moment the stinging liquid hits his stomach, the room tips over. The night jerks forward in brief flashes of lucidity. One moment he’s ordering another round of drinks, and the next he’s in the restroom dry heaving as a broke space junkie tells him about his unrealized political aspirations. 
 
    When he lifts his head, he’s in a dark room, seated at a round table alongside half a dozen menacing aliens, all of whom seem to be waiting for him to do something. He groggily turns to his left and sees Pi, wobbling in the seat next to him. He lifts his cards and squints at them, then at the cards laid out on the table. Unable to make sense of the alien symbols, he spreads out his hand. The other players collectively groan, and a stack of virtual chips appears in front of him. 
 
    He looks over at Pi and presses his thumb to the edge of the table to collect his winnings. “This is-ss a bess time I ever had-dd.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Pi smiles at him and sips from her glass.  
 
    He inadvertently stares at her superlative legs as she uncrosses and recrosses them, the edge of her dress slipping up. 
 
    “I don’t us-ually have fun-nn like this-ss.” He laughs and holds onto his head. “My job-bb keeps me pret-ty busy.” 
 
    “I know something about that,” Pi says. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if-ff I could trust you. It’s just, I have a duty-yy to the peop-le of the United Emp-ires…” 
 
    “That’s very admirable,” she says. 
 
    “Admiral?” There’s something about the lilt of her voice and the way she lifts her glass. “I can’t put my finger-rr on it-tt.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Please don’t-tt take offense.” He lifts his hands and frantically waves them. “But-tt I find you very-yy attractiv-vv. I’m not-tt sure what it is-ss. You’re beau-ti-ful, but-tt there’s something els-ss…” 
 
    Pi smiles as she finishes her drink, and the next thing Zok knows, he’s being dragged across the casino floor and into the elevator. As soon as the doors close, Pi presses her lips to his and aggressively explores his mouth with her tongue. 
 
    Her cold, stiff body presses against his, and she licks his ear. “Where is Adam Jones?” 
 
    “What-tt?” Zok distractedly asks. 
 
    “Where is he?” she asks again, rubbing her knee between his legs. 
 
    “I don’t-tt know where he-ee is,” Zok mumbles, in his sexiest drunk-drawl. 
 
    Pi shoves him up against the wall and kisses him again, hard. Holding his arms down, she leans in and whispers, “I hope you like it rough.” 
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    A high-pitched whistle screams through the house, prompting Silas to jump from his comfy chair in front of the fire and throw down the frayed copy of Ponce Raleigh’s notebook that he had been poring over. He stamps out of the room and down the hall, his steps muffled by a pair of flattened, faded slippers. When he reaches the kitchen, the kettle is spouting dense clouds of steam, and the room is draped in a thick fog. He turns off the stove, carefully removes the kettle from the burner, and pours its boiling contents into a chipped USU mug sitting on the counter. 
 
    Quiet retakes its hold over the house as Silas shuffles back to his warm den, sloshing his hot tea and losing a sizeable portion to the floorboards. Steadying his hand, he just manages to keep the remaining few sips inside his mug as he falls back into his cushy chair. 
 
    “Ahhh,” he breathes out deeply. 
 
    Lifting the worn notebook from the table, he flips it open to one of the numerous slips of paper marking passages of interest. 
 
    “It has been 9,738 days UST since I began this unending search,” the page reads. “I am restless, my thoughts consumed by a new fear. When I began this journey, my sole concern was finding the ‘heart of the universe.’ But that was a long time ago, before I had dedicated the better part of a mortal lifetime to the pursuit. My worry now is one born of age and experience – that I will find what I’m looking for, that it will be all I ever dreamed, and that the search will be over…” 
 
    Silas sets the book down, leans back and gazes into the trembling flames. Contemplating Raleigh’s words, he reaches for the machine on the table and switches it on. The box produces a barely-audible hum, but the screen stays dark. The red dot indicating the location of the black gold disappeared out of range shortly after Adam left for Scrapper’s Delight. 
 
    “KCHHH-doomm…” There’s a loud crash from the front of the house and Silas jerks up, losing some more of his tea to the rug. 
 
    “Fish and chit.” He turns in his seat and calls into the hall, “Is somebody there? Adam?” 
 
    Just as he’s convinced himself that the noise came from inside his head, he hears the familiar rhythm of footsteps and creaking wood coming from the hall. A sharp panic rises in the pit of his stomach as he stares across the room and sees a dark, lumbering figure emerge in the doorway. 
 
    Silas jumps from his chair, barely managing to keep from flinging his mug into the fire, and knocks the black gold detector on the ground. “Who are you?” he asks. 
 
    A hulking man in a black raincoat steps through the doorway and into the light. 
 
    “How did you get in here?” Silas demands. 
 
    The thug takes a small control box from his pocket and shakes it. “Hacking airlocks as old as yours is easy as ration pie. It’s just a matter of finding the right code.” 
 
    Silas groans and takes a step back. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you, Pops,” the man in black says. 
 
    “That’s what it is,” Silas says, realizing the brute bears a striking resemblance to his old friend Brick Blankman. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to come with us,” Brick says. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Silas tells him. “You can’t just barge in here and order me around. I have rights.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pops. But I must insist – Foreman’s orders.” Brick takes a step forward, and two more henchmen in raincoats enter the room. 
 
    “I should have known.” Silas reaches with his free hand and grabs the black gold detector. “Don’t come any closer, Blankman. I’ll shoot if I have to.” 
 
    “Blankman?” Brick glances at his compatriots with a smirk. “That doesn’t look like any kind of weapon I’ve ever seen. What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “I won’t have to do anything if you turn around and leave right now,” Silas says, shaking a little as he awkwardly points the machine at Brick’s chest. 
 
    Brick takes another step forward, and Silas fumbles the box. 
 
    “Pew, pew,” Silas says. 
 
    The Foremen lunge forward and, grabbing Silas’s wrist, Brick says, “Calm down, Pops.” 
 
    Silas flails wildly, dropping the machine as the two flunkies take hold of him and lift him up off the ground. Brick snatches the metal box and stares at it. 
 
    “Hey, don’t touch that,” Silas yells. 
 
    “What is it?” one of the men asks. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Brick says. “I’d better bring it along.” 
 
    “You can’t do this, Blankman,” Silas shouts, as they carry him out of the room. “This is illegal. I’ll notify the authorities. I pay my taxes.” He twists his arms and tries to wrench free, but it’s no use. “Where are you taking me? If you’re going to kill me, be a spaceman and do it here. Let me die in my own home, in front of the TV.” 
 
    “We’re not going to kill you, Pops,” Brick says. “The Foreman just wants to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “What, he doesn’t have a phone? Why am I being dragged from my home against my will?” 
 
    Brick shrugs. “That’s for The Foreman to say. I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just fine. Aren’t you embarrassed, harassing a helpless old man?” 
 
    “A little,” Brick says, fiddling with the detector. 
 
    “Hey, stop that!” Silas shouts. “You’re going to break it with those gorilla paws.” He grabs on to the frame of the front door as they drag him through it, but with a light tug his fingers rip free. 
 
    “Look at this place,” Brick says, gazing out at space through the old dome. He steps across the lawn and picks up a rusty hood ornament. 
 
    “Nobody said you could touch that,” Silas says, still squirming. 
 
    “You’ve got yourself a little hunk of paradise here.” Brick tosses the hunk of metal back into the dead grass. “If you want my advice—” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You should cooperate with The Foreman. She can be reasonable.” 
 
    “What do you mean, she?” Silas asks. 
 
    “Chit, I outed her again,” Brick mumbles. “She hates it when I do that. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    The Foremen lug Silas aboard their sleek black sloop and seat him on a cold metal bench behind the cockpit. They don’t even bother to guard him as they prepare for takeoff. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Silas lifts his mug to his mouth and finds it empty. “What’s an old man gotta do to get a drink in this tin can?” 
 
    The ship hums to life, and an aggressively beautiful woman appears on the window. 
 
    “Yeah, we got him,” Brick says. “We’re on our way back.” 
 
    “Tell her she’s not getting anything from me,” Silas yells. 
 
    Brick glances toward the back of the ship and says, “He’s not going to be a problem.” 
 
    “Oh yes I am!” Silas hears the old airlock grinding open, and he jumps out of his seat. One of the Foremen easily restrains him, and he watches out the tiny porthole as his yard fades away into the speckled dark. “Can we get some tunes in here, at least?” 
 
    “Just keep quiet and sit still,” Brick yells. “Save your energy. Space travel can be tough on a person your age.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me,” Silas says. “I’ve been all over the universe. I lived out of my ship for years at a time, exploring planets that don’t exist anymore, in galaxies you’ve never even heard of. And you know, in all that time, there was one thing that was more important than any other – music. It keeps you sane. Well, clean water is important too, I guess, and air of course, and heat is pretty nice—” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Brick relents, tapping at the window. 
 
    Silas immediately recognizes the marching rhythm and mocking chant of Napoleon XIV. “Oh, very funny,” he mutters. 
 
    The Foremen glance at each other, chuckling, as Silas folds his arms and slumps down in his seat. Gazing out at the stars, he realizes it’s been a little more than ten space years since the last time he ventured outside his bubble. He laughs and his eyes begin to water as he’s overcome by a sudden rush of starry-eyed nostalgia. 
 
    Brick glances back and asks, “What is it, Pops?” 
 
    Tears streaming down his face, Silas whispers, “Home.” 
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    “Theater mode,” Adam says, and the lights inside the Asteroid Jones III dim. 
 
    The ship’s wide front window transitions to black, and a list of a thousand fabled lost films appears across it. 
 
    “Scroll,” Adam says, and the list begins to move up the screen. “Beer.” A perma-frosted double-size mug in the armrest of his chair fills with frothy amber suds, and he thirstily gulps the ice cold brew. When he sets the mug back in its holder, it automatically refills. “Recline.” His deluxe leather captain’s chair leans back, and the footrest extends. “Happy Birthday to Me,” he says, and bass throbs from state-of-the-art speakers concealed throughout the walls as the credits roll. 
 
    He begins to drift off, in drunken celluloid bliss, when he feels something tugging on his mug. He glances down and jerks back at the sight of an indistinct phantom hovering over the armrest. His body is yanked forward as he tries to keep a grip on his mug, but the little monster is stronger than it looks, and he feels the glass handle slipping from his fingers. 
 
    It finally rips free and Adam wakes, flailing and lunging after his imaginary beer. After a confused moment, he manages to recall where he is – sitting on a bench made of recycled plastic outside a women’s clothing store on the edge of a crowded marketplace in a dump on the other side of the universe. 
 
    “Awww,” he moans. 
 
    Patting himself in search of a cigarette, something feels off, but he’s not sure what. He fishes a bent cylinder from his pocket and places it between his lips. As he lights it, he spots a small spider-bot weaving between shoppers’ legs, dragging a familiar black cube. 
 
    When his brain catches up with his eyes, he jumps to his feet, takes two clumsy steps into the crowd, and falls flat into the dirt. Shoppers stomp across his legs and back as he watches the artificial arachnid scuttling away down one of the connecting alleys. Wrenching his hand out from underneath a size thirteen work boot, he lifts himself off the ground and starts chasing after the grimy metal pest, when he remembers Daizy. 
 
    He bursts into the store, panting, and leans against the counter to catch his breath. Daizy briefly glances up and then turns back to the rack of clothes she had been pawing through. 
 
    “What the fish happened to you?” She takes a shirt from the rack and holds it up to herself in the mirror. “You’ve been out there for two minutes. Why are you sweating?” 
 
    “Never mind,” Adam says, brushing the dirt from his arms. “Some… thing stole the black gold. We have to go after it!” 
 
    Daizy throws the shirt down and glares at him. “You chidiot, how did you let that happen?!” 
 
    “I didn’t let it happen,” Adam says. “Some kind of weird little robot snuck it out of my pocket while I was slee— preoccupied.” 
 
    “They’re called sweepers,” a voice behind him says. 
 
    “Chit!” he shouts, jumping back.  
 
    A native human girl with bright green hair stares at him from behind the counter. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “You know what that thing is?” he asks. 
 
    Glancing down at her oddly bulky phone, she says, “Sure, they’re all over the place. They pick up anything that isn’t nailed down and take it back to The Big Guy for ‘recycling.’ They won’t hurt you, but you gotta watch your stuff.” 
 
    “In the big white building on the river?” Adam asks, impatiently. 
 
    The girl rolls her eyes. “Yeah. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Come on.” Adam grabs Daizy’s arm and drags her out of the store. 
 
    “This is just great,” Daizy barks. “I barely had a chance to look around.” 
 
    “There,” Adam says, pointing. 
 
    They push through the crowd and tumble out into a narrow alley sandwiched between two tall buildings made of multicolored plastic. As they sprint down the winding tunnel, they pass a dozen more passages splitting off in different directions. Adam’s pace quickens as he frantically searches for the robot thief, and soon Daizy starts lagging behind. 
 
    “Hey, wait up!” she yells. 
 
    He stops and impatiently paces in circles until she catches up, holding onto her shorts and gasping for breath. 
 
    “How do you…” she breathes in deep, squeezing her sides, “know we’re going the right way?” 
 
    “I saw the thing scurry this way.” He checks his phone to confirm it still isn’t getting any reception and stuffs it back in his pocket. “We have to keep moving. We must be getting close.” 
 
    A few blocks further down, the buildings begin to break up. A sliver of daylight cuts between the plastic walls, and soon Adam and Daizy are outside the maze, standing on a long wood boardwalk overlooking an immense body of murky water. Across the river, which appears to be composed primarily of loose hunks of plastic and the poison sludge it breaks down into, looms the cracked skyline of an ancient city, its broken buildings and crumbled remains glittering under the sun’s hazy glow. 
 
    Daizy steps to the edge of the boardwalk and leans against the sunbleached railing. “Well, we’re here,” she says. “Where is this place?” 
 
    “If I had to guess…” Adam points over her shoulder to a big white building floating in the crud. 
 
    “You can’t miss it,” she says dryly. 
 
    The splintered boards creak and moan underneath their feet as they traverse the worn walkway. The smell, what had been a light bouquet of rotting plant matter and ammonia in the market, has matured into a nearly unbearable stench. Mountains of centuries-old crumbled cement are heaped in the water, so coated in waste they look like rotting trash icebergs. A few ghostly buildings that managed to survive the ravages of time are the only evidence of the world that once was. 
 
    Adam and Daizy hold their noses, doing their best not to gag as they approach the ancient monument, its dingy white facade bobbing languidly in the water. A long bridge guarded by a pair of armed soldiers extends from the boardwalk to the building’s columned entryway. 
 
    “How are we going to get in?” Daizy asks. “And even if we do, how are we supposed to find the black gold? You really fished things up this time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Adam says. “Just let me do the talking.” 
 
    Adam approaches the guards and greets them, “Hello gentlemen, we’re here to see The Big Guy.” But the guards don’t respond or in any way acknowledge his presence. “Do we have your permission to pass?” They continue to act as if he doesn’t exist, and he takes a tentative step forward. “We’re going in now,” he announces, striding onto the bridge. 
 
    Before he makes it two steps, one of the guards pulls his gun, and shouts, “Freeze!” 
 
    Adam lifts his hands in the air, shaking and whimpering. The guard laughs, holstering his gun, and Daizy high-fives him as she walks across the bridge. Lowering his head and grumbling, Adam follows her into an airy lobby full of well-groomed earthlings, none of whom seem to take much notice of the awkward aliens standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Hello?” A smiling woman with orange hair calls from behind a large desk in the center of the room. “May I help you?” 
 
    Adam hesitantly approaches the desk and says, “Uh, hi. I’m here to reclaim something that was taken by one of your sweepers, I think they’re called.” 
 
    The woman behind the desk sighs. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “Well, no…” 
 
    She points and says, “Head down the hall and enter the third door on the left. Sign in and take a seat. Someone will be with you eventually.” 
 
    Adam grins, waggling his eyebrows, and Daizy shoves him toward the hallway. As they search for the room, he looks up at the lofty ceiling, holds out his hands and claps, sending an echo down the corridor. 
 
    “Quit fishing around,” Daizy says, pulling at his arm. “This is it.” 
 
    Adam presses his thumb to a display next to the door, adding his information to the queue, and they step into a room crammed full of people. Utilizing his innate inclination toward comfort, Adam manages to stake out an opening against the wall. In an unexpected turn of fortune, Daizy squeezes in close to avoid making contact with the living dead surrounding them. It occurs to him that for the first time ever, he’s the most desirable person in the room. 
 
    “I told you I’d get us in,” he says. 
 
    “Oh please, do it again Mr. Wizard,” Daizy asks. “I’m going to watch for an open seat.” 
 
    Most of the people in the room stare blankly at holograms stationed between the aisles, spouting information about the building in which they’re waiting. 
 
    “—great care to transport the house from the old capital,” a perky, translucent woman informs them. “The entire building was dismantled and rebuilt, piece by piece, in an effort to keep our great nation firmly rooted in the past…” 
 
    Losing interest, Adam glances around at his new neighbors. In the seat nearest him, a big woman dozes off as two screaming kids hang off her thick limbs. Next to them, a young couple shares a disintegrating book, trying not to rip it in half as they tug it back and forth. Adam accidentally makes eye contact with a tired geezer sitting across the aisle, and the man smiles and nods. 
 
    “Harya?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” the man says. 
 
    “What are you here for?” 
 
    “It’s those fishin’ sweepers.” He takes off his bucket hat and runs a hand across his shiny scalp. “One of them stole the wig right off a my head. What’s this world coming to when a man’s hair isn’t safe?” 
 
    “Those sweepers are a real pain in the ack,” Adam says. “But I bet you’ll get it sorted out soon. How long have you been waiting?” 
 
    “You know, it’s a funny thing,” the man says, staring off. “I can’t remember.” 
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    Horton‘s fingers navigate his shadowy keyboard as he scours the net for information on Adam Jones. So far, it almost seems like the guy is a nobody, just some lucky chidiot who happened to be in the right place at the right time. 
 
    As he blindly reaches across his dark desk, his hand bumps into something, and he hears a crash. 
 
    “Aww, chit,” he says.  
 
    Ripping his goggles from his head, he sees the contents of his Big L@lz gushing out across his desk. He grabs the can with one hand and pats the floor of his dark room with the other, frantically searching for something to keep the spill from spreading. As the purple liquid reaches the precipice, he thrusts a dirty cloth underneath the stream, narrowly avoiding a carpet stain catastrophe. He breathes a sigh of relief and begins sopping up the mess when the door to his room opens, and a bright beam of light shines in his eyes. 
 
    “Jor, your friends are waiting for you outside.” His mom is standing in the doorway, already dressed in her suit for work and staring at her phone. “Hurry up or we’ll both be late.” 
 
    Horton looks at the moist cloth in his hand, a dark purple stain bleeding over a grid of ones and zeroes, and moans, “Aww, my favorite shirt.” 
 
    He throws the rag onto the floor and dashes through the house, grabbing a brown paper lunch bag from the kitchen counter on his way out. 
 
    “Bye Mom,” he yells, slamming the door shut behind him. 
 
    The sky is bright gray, the early morning sun casting a dull shine over the browning lawns and drooping plastic siding common to all the houses in the neighborhood. Beer, The One, and Pants are standing at the end of the crumbling driveway, and Horton runs to meet them. 
 
    “Hey butty,” The One says, leaning his elbow on top of Horton’s head. “You look smaller than usual. You hungover this morning?” 
 
    Horton angrily shoves his oversized, so-called friend and grumbles, “Thanks for ruining the game last night.” 
 
    “Ah, lighten up. I was just trying to have a little fun before we have to go back to that prison.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to go back,” Pants says, bouncing down the sidewalk, giddily, in what appear to be new pink sneakers. “I love school!” 
 
    “You would,” The One says. 
 
    Beer, nervously flipping through his textbook, asks Horton, “You finish reading?” 
 
    “I skimmed it,” Horton says. “It was actually sort of interesting.” 
 
    An older kid passes them on the sidewalk, smirking, and The One shouts, “What are you looking at? Yeah, keep walking!” 
 
    “I wonder what teachers I’m going to have this year,” Pants says, her pigtails bouncing. 
 
    “I just hope I don’t get Zhanghoff for gym,” Beer says. “I heard he makes you climb the rope until your hands bleed.” 
 
    “Hey!” someone shouts from behind. A little kid with scruffy brown hair runs toward them, his backpack bouncing on his shoulders. “You’re Pants Team Pink, aren’t you?” He catches up, huffing, and stares at them with a big, goofy grin. 
 
    “We don’t know what you’re talking about, kid,” The One says. “Go away.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” the kid says. “I’d recognize princessfluffypants anywhere.” 
 
    Pants cups her hands over her mouth and squeals. 
 
    “I’ve seen every episode,” the kid says, tripping along beside them. “The last one was the best yet. But what’s gonna happen next? Do you think you’re ever gonna find the black gold? And what about the Asteroid Jones II?” 
 
    “Hey kid, we’re called The Ack Kickers,” The One says. “And we don’t know what’s gonna happen. It could be anything. Leave us alone, will yuh?” 
 
    The kid’s face drops, and he stops walking. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Beer tells him. “We’re down but not out.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage him,” The One says. “Soon everybody in the universe is going to be looking for the black gold.” 
 
    Beer scoffs and says, “He’s just a kid. He probably just has a crush on Pants. What’s the harm?” 
 
    “Thanks for watching,” Pants tells the little boy and squeezes her arms around him. When she lets go, he blushes and runs off smiling. 
 
    “See?” Beer says. 
 
    Before long, they come to the bottom of the worn stone staircase leading up to their school, a stomach-churning perfume of antiseptic cleansers wafting through the air, when The One suddenly stops in his tracks. “I can’t do it. I can’t go back there.” 
 
    “Come on, we have to go,” Beer says, pulling at his brother’s arm. 
 
    “Hey, there they are!” a voice yells. 
 
    Horton glances up toward the school’s entrance and sees a group of kids pointing and shrieking. He turns to find out what they’re all losing their chit over, and when he looks back, a kid tsunami is rolling toward the team. 
 
    “Pants Team Pink!” one of them shouts. 
 
    “What the fish?” The One says. 
 
    “My fans!” Pants gleefully greets the mob. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Horton says. He pulls Pants along, and the four of them sprint away down the sidewalk. 
 
    Stuffing his book under his arm, Beer checks the time on his e-phone. “Hey, we’re gonna be late for school.” 
 
    “So it goes,” The One says. 
 
    As they search for shelter, a bus pulls up to the corner at the end of the street. 
 
    “There,” Horton says, pointing at the hovering vehicle. 
 
    Before the floating tub can get away, The One runs up next to it and smacks the side. With a couple hard whacks, it stops, and the door hisses open. 
 
    “Don’t be smackin’ my bus,” the driver, a big woman with dark curls, scolds them as they climb aboard. 
 
    Each of them presses a finger to a display at the top of the steps to pay the fare, and they hurry to the back of the bus. Kneeling on the seat, they look out the window and make funny faces at the pack of shouting kids chasing after them. 
 
    “Quit climbin’ on my seat,” the driver yells. “Shouldn’t you kids be in school?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” The One says. “We don’t start for another week.” 
 
    The driver stares at them, skeptically, through the rearview mirror and mumbles something under her breath. 
 
    “What are we gonna do now?” Beer asks. 
 
    “Who cares,” The One says, “as long as we’re not at school.” 
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am,” Horton calls. “Where’s this bus headed?” 
 
    “Downtown,” she grumbles. 
 
    As they travel closer to the city, the buildings begin to squeeze in on each other, and a rotten perfume of trash and dead fish permeates the air. The bus driver angrily and constantly lays on the horn at cars and people crowding the streets, though they hardly seem to take notice. At the end of the line, she wrenches the door open and glares at the team as they climb off. 
 
    Stranded with no place to go, the four of them stand on the corner, glancing at each other uncertainly as streams of adults rush past. 
 
    “Let’s hit the scrap shop,” The One finally says. “I wanna see if I can find some paint to touch up my bun.” 
 
    They nod in agreement and weave into the crowd, navigating the human tide as only native kids can. 
 
    “Move it,” The One says. “Coming through. Get out of the way.” 
 
    “I’m gonna beat you this time!” Beer announces. 
 
    “Ow, that was my toe,” Pants yelps. 
 
    When Horton emerges from the throng, The One is already standing underneath the shop’s familiar raspberry-blowing smiley face. Beer and Pants soon follow, tripping over each other into the alley, and they all rush for the door. Horton briefly holds the lead, but The One, defying his girth, nimbly breaks to the front of the pack and glides across the finish line to an easy victory. 
 
    They tumble into the store, and the clerk, without taking his eyes off a rotting old issue of Fangoria, tells them, “Look with your eyes, not your hands.” 
 
    The room is filled with artifacts from some distant, inconceivable past – walls lined with movie posters and rusty metal signs; metal racks piled with worn books, magazines, action figures, and wax boxes; drawers overflowing with knick-knacks and gag toys. For every object Horton recognizes there are ten others he’s never laid eyes on. He glances through a shelf full of trinkets and picks up an ornate puzzle box inlaid with intricate gold motifs. Feeling a strange compulsion, he runs his finger along the box’s edge, and it shifts in his hands. 
 
    “Hey kid, I said no touching,” the clerk yells. “You have no idea what some of this stuff can do.” 
 
    “What’s this thing?” The One asks, pulling up the lid of a metal trash can oozing thick green goop. 
 
    “Don’t mess with that,” the clerk says. “You’re not even supposed to be in here without an adult.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re going to break anything,” Pants says. 
 
    “Listen, why don’t you…” The clerk’s eyes suddenly stretch open wide, and his mouth drops open as he looks up from his magazine. “It, it’s you guys… You’re Pants Team Pink!” 
 
    “Not so loud, Dante,” Beer says. 
 
    “This is awesome!” the clerk shouts. “Will you sign…” he looks around and grabs a box of tapes off the shelf, “this?” 
 
    Pants takes the heavy box and stares at it. “Jazz a film by Ken Burns?” 
 
    “Yes fine,” The One says. “Just keep your voice down.” 
 
    They print their screen names in silver marker on the front of the box, and the clerk lifts it up gingerly, as if it were something precious and fragile. 
 
    “Wow, this is great.” He carefully places the box on display inside the counter and beams. “I love your show. If there’s anything you guys need, look no further.” 
 
    “I need bun paint, for my ship,” The One says. 
 
    “Let me see what I got.” Still grinning, the clerk disappears behind the counter and into the dark recesses of the shop. 
 
    Horton absentmindedly pokes a glowing green orb on the shelf next to him. “Wouldn’t it be funny if we found the black gold in a place like this, next to all the other scrap?” 
 
    “Did you say black gold?” the clerk asks, returning with a rusty bucket covered in dried paint. “That’s a coincidence. Some guy was just in here asking about that. I didn’t have Burger Bun, but this Graham Cracker should be pretty close.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Dante?” Beer asks. 
 
    “Um, my name is Todd,” the clerk says. “I have kind of a limited selection of colors.” 
 
    “No, I mean about the black gold,” Beer says. 
 
    “It was some guy and a cat-girl,” Todd says. “They were here earlier, trying to sell what they claimed was black gold. But there’s no way it was real. They looked like they were on space.” 
 
    Horton leans against the counter, causing it to tip back. “Did you see where they went?” 
 
    “Don’t lean on the glass.” Todd scratches his head and looks at them curiously. “I told them they could take it to The Big Guy, but I was joking. The black gold is just a myth. You guys don’t really believe it’s real…” 
 
    “Lemme pay so we can get the fish out of here,” The One says. 
 
    Todd rings up the paint, and the team scrambles for the door. 
 
    “Thanks, Todd!” Pants shouts. 
 
    Todd waves and yells after them, “Anything for Pants Team Pink!” 
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    Pi indifferently scrutinizes her appearance in the mirror, pulling her hair back into a tight ponytail. She raises the corners of her mouth and then lowers them, searching for a suitable smile as the argument in the next room seeps through the walls in muffled bursts. 
 
    “These chidiots can’t go five space minutes,” she whispers to herself, pausing for one last prolonged look in the mirror before stepping out of the restroom. 
 
    “As a representative of the UE, I am expressly bestowed far greater authority than any that you may think you possess!” Zok’s faux authoritative howl dominates the conversation as he furiously paces the room. 
 
    “Yeah well, I called dibs,” Steve says from the couch, splashing a small fortune’s worth of thousand-year-old whisky onto an ancient Earth rug that will be much harder to replace than he is. 
 
    “Dibs?” Zok grabs the sides of his head. “What does that mean? Will you talk to them?” he pleads. 
 
    “I thought we were all in agreement,” Pi says. 
 
    “They’re bickering over which of them gets to question Silas Jones first,” Dave explains. 
 
    “We can’t risk leaving him alone with Zok,” Steve says. “He might kill the guy before we ever get a crack at him.” 
 
    “There is nothing to fight about,” Pi tells them. “We will interrogate Silas Jones together. Everyone will know what everyone else knows.” 
 
    “It’s my right—” Zok begins to argue, but Pi glares at him, and he wisely chuts up. 
 
    “Now that that’s settled…” Pi folds her arms and pivots toward the door. “Bring him in.” 
 
    The wide double doors swing open and Zilch, her head of security, rolls Silas Jones into the room. The old man is strapped to a wobbly office chair, clothed in the same thin flannel pants and knit sweater he was picked up in. A souvenir t-shirt from the gift shop covers his eyes, and in his lap rests a peculiar metal box. 
 
    When Zilch removes the blindfold, Silas nervously whips his head around and grins. “Uh, hi.” 
 
    “Ahoy!” Pi says, stepping in front of him. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “No,” he says, looking her up and down. “But I wouldn’t mind getting to know you.” 
 
    “Most people call me The Foreman.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem right,” Silas remarks, his eyes glued to her legs. “But I like it.” 
 
    “Do you know why you’re here?” 
 
    “I got a pretty good idea,” he says. “Listen, don’t hurt my grandson. He didn’t know what he was getting himself into. Neither did I, otherwise I never would have told him anything about the black gold, or this place.” 
 
    Pi glances back at the three men impatiently hovering over her shoulder. “That saves us some time.” Turning to Silas, she says, “As long as you cooperate, no one will get hurt. Now, where is Adam Jones?” 
 
    The old man squirms, spinning in his chair. “I wouldn’t tell you even if I knew. I’d never give him up.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would be smart enough to work with us. But I wasn’t counting on it.” She kneels down and breathes into his ear, “No matter. Your mere presence should be enough to serve our needs.” 
 
    Pi reaches into the front of her dress, seizing the attention of every man in the room as she tugs down on the sheer fabric, and emerges with her phone. 
 
    She selects Adam Jones from the contact list and, after a half dozen rings, he appears on the screen. “You’ve reached Adam Jones.” 
 
    “Ahoy! We meet again,” Pi says. “I think you’ll be interested to know—” 
 
    “I’m not available right now,” he cuts her off. “If you’re looking for a good time, you want the Ass-teroid Jones. Otherwise, leave a message and…” 
 
    “Fish! Uh yeah, ahoy! This is The Foreman. I have your grandfather. If you ever want to see him again, you will deliver the black gold to me.” She turns her phone and faces the camera at Silas. “Call me when you get this. Bye. It’s The Foreman.” 
 
    “How did you get his number?” Silas meekly demands, squirming under his restraints. 
 
    “We got it off the loan agreement for his ship,” Dave says. 
 
    “Well this has been a fine waste of time,” Zok grumbles. 
 
    Digging inside his pocket, Steve emerges with a handful of mixed nuts and asks, “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “We wait,” Pi tells them. “Adam Jones will call, eventually. And when he does, we’ll have him right where we want him.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Zok says. “Our only bargaining chip is a senile old man who wouldn’t know black gold if it hit him on his balding head.” 
 
    Silas, spinning in his chair, shouts, “Hey, I’m not senile! And I do so know what the black gold looks like. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Maybe he knows more than we think,” Pi suggests. “He couldn’t possibly be as dumb as he looks.” 
 
    “What about this thing?” Dave grabs the metal gadget from Silas’s lap.  
 
    “Don’t touch that!” Silas says. “You’ll break it.” Noticing Zok suddenly, his face scrunches. “Hey, I know those colors. You’re with the UE. Holding me like this is illegal. Why aren’t you arresting these people?” 
 
    Zok waves a hand through the air, dismissively. “They’re outside my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “You might be onto something, Dave,” Pi says, eliciting a smile from the rotund debt collector. “What is that thing, anyway?” she asks, pointing at the box. 
 
    “It’s a complex piece of machinery that none of you could possibly begin to understand.” As Silas strains to see what’s happening behind him, his chair nearly tips over. 
 
    “Hey, I think I turned it on,” Dave says. “But it’s not doing anything.” 
 
    Pi turns Silas’s chair around and runs her hands over his chest. “How does it work?” 
 
    “Lady, if anyone could get me to squeal, it’d be you,” Silas says. “But I’m not saying another word.” 
 
    Turning the old man’s head toward the hulking security guard standing by the door, she says, “Make this easy on yourself, and tell us what the machine does.” 
 
    “I…” Silas looks at Zilch and frowns, “can’t do it.” 
 
    Pi nods, prompting Zilch to stomp over and free one of Silas’s arms. The guard slides the old man’s sleeve up and lightly squeezes a roll of hanging skin. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to tell us, while you’re still in one piece?” she asks. 
 
    Wincing, Silas shuts his eyes tight and shakes his head. At Pi’s command, Zilch squeezes the wrinkly roll of fat, and the old man howls. 
 
    “This is barbaric,” Zok says, turning away. “It would be more merciful to shoot him.” 
 
    “The UE’s answer to everything,” Steve scoffs, scarfing a handful of nuts. 
 
    Zilch squeezes a little tighter and Silas screams, “All right, all right, I’ll tell you!” 
 
    “Chit, we were just getting started.” She nods and Zilch releases Silas’s bruised flesh. 
 
    “Adam will understand,” the old man says. “He knows how averse I am to discomfort.” 
 
    “Now tell us what that machine does,” Pi demands. 
 
    “It can detect the black gold,” he grumbles. 
 
    She steps toward him, searching his face for deceit, but he appears to be telling the truth. “You built a black gold radar? But how can that be?” 
 
    “There’s a diagram in Ponce Raleigh’s notebook. Anybody could build one, with the right scrap.” 
 
    “Fish,” she curses herself. “I never look at the pictures. So that’s how you found the black gold.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he says. “I didn’t even know the fishing thing worked until Adam showed up. You have to get sort of close.” 
 
    “Ha,” Zok barks. “Then it’s useless.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Pi says. “The old man has brought us a more useful item than we could have possibly hoped for. Do any of you have any clue what the black gold looks like?” 
 
    The three men glance at each other and collectively shrug. 
 
    “When Adam Jones comes to save his poor old grandpa, he could try to pull one over on us,” Pi explains. “With this device we can be sure that what he brings us is the real black gold.” 
 
    The debt collectors’ expressions gradually shift from utterly confused to cautiously enthused. Even Zok grudgingly nods approval. 
 
    But as they discuss their next move, a loud gurgling causes them to turn their attention back toward Silas. 
 
    “My stomach’s eating itself over here,” he says. “You still need me. It won’t do you any good if I starve to death.” 
 
    Pi considers his pathetic plea, and laughs. “You may be right, old man. You’re in no danger, for now.” 
 
    She nods, and Zilch wheels Silas out the door amidst a stream of loud, semi-intelligible complaints. 
 
    “Fill him with prawns and put him to bed,” she instructs. “I’ll try Adam again.” 
 
    She taps at her phone, and it rings, and rings. 
 
    “This is Adam…” the message starts  
 
    Pi groans. “Ahoy, this is The Foreman, again. Your grandfather is still alive and well. But that can change. Bring us the black gold, or the old man will suffer the consequences. Call me back when you get this. It’s The Foreman.” 
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    “—ticulous reconstruction took place over the following century,” the nauseatingly cheerful virtual woman in the center of the room parrots for the fourth time in the past hour. “The job was a massive undertaking, providing a much-needed jolt to the economy by temporarily employing tens of skilled laborers.” The camera pans over a dilapidated, weed-infested room which gradually morphs into the waiting room as it looks today. “With the help of taxpayers like you, this magnificent monument to ancient human achievement will stand for millenia—” 
 
    “Adam Jones!” a voice calls. 
 
    Daizy turns in her plastic seat and sees a man in a suit standing in the doorway, scanning the room. She leans toward Adam, asleep in the chair next to her, and elbows him. Shoving her hand away, he turns over and snores louder. 
 
    “Is there an Adam Jones here?” the man asks. 
 
    “Guhh,” Daizy groans. She stomps on Adam’s foot, and he tumbles out of his seat, limbs thrashing. 
 
    “What the fish did you do that for?” he shouts. 
 
    “Wait a space second!” Daizy yells at the suit. “He’s right here.” 
 
    Adam stands, rubbing his head and tells her, “You’re too rough.” 
 
    Daizy shoves him toward the door, and the suit thrusts a small screen at his chest. “Press your finger in the box.” 
 
    “Hey!” A meaty, red-faced man in a stained sleeveless shirt wrenches himself from his molded chair and stomps toward the door. “I was here way before them.” 
 
    “We thank you for your patience, sir,” the suit says, directing Daizy and Adam into the hall. “Someone will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “That’s what they told me yesterday,” the guy shouts. 
 
    “You snooze, you… win, in this case,” Adam says. 
 
    The suit closes the door to the waiting room, muffling the obscenities spewing from inside, and marches down the hall. “Try to keep up.” 
 
    Daizy and Adam shuffle close behind, gazing at the paintings of primitive humans lining the walls as they’re led through a maze of bright corridors. Slipping past rows of loud offices and scurrying suits, they arrive at a small alcove. 
 
    The suit looks the pair up and down with a nervous smirk. “The Big Guy doesn’t typically meet with people of your… sort. But for some reason, when he saw your name he asked me to free up a few minutes in his busy schedule.” 
 
    “You mean The Big Guy knows who I am?” Adam beams. “You here that? I’m a celebrity.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” the suit says, “watch what you say, and don’t touch anything.” 
 
    “I’m about to tell this guy exactly what I think of this chithole planet,” Daizy says. 
 
    “Wait a second.” Evidently having sobered up from his nap, Adam tells her, “This is my planet. I know how to handle this. Just let me do the talking.” 
 
    She wants to argue but fails to muster the energy and tiredly slugs him in the arm instead.  
 
    The suit leads them inside the spacious office and, glaring suspiciously, steps out through another door concealed in the wall. A large wood desk sits at the back of the room, surrounded by cases full of ancient-looking relics and framed by tall windows that overlook the polluted river. 
 
    “Check it out,” Adam says, peeling a white fluff of hair off its display stand and placing it on his head. “I’m…” he leans down and squints to read the information card, “James Madison.” He straightens his back and, making a goofy face, says, “I can only tell a lie!” 
 
    “Put that back,” Daizy scolds, as part of the wall swings out and voices spill into the room. 
 
    Adam rips the hairpiece from his head and clumsily tosses it back on its stand. 
 
    “Tell him I’m not going anywhere,” a harsh cyberganic voice roars from the next room. “I’ve been The Big Guy for three hundred years, and I’ll be The Big Guy for three hundred more!”  
 
    The floor shakes as a repulsive human-machine hybrid stomps through the door, its torso swaying atop a pair of crude robotic legs, half of its head and its right eye obscured by cybernetic implants. All that remains of its organic body is a quivering mass of soft flesh – globular mounds of pink fat threatening to burst the seams of its ill-fitting suit. 
 
    “You must be Mr. Jones,” The Big Guy says, in his grating artificial drawl. “Please, have a seat.” He waves a thick arm toward the couch as he struggles to fit his awkward body into a sagging leather chair behind the desk. 
 
    “It’s an honor, sir,” Adam says. “We won’t take up too much of your time.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” The Big Guy says, his human eye manically darting around the room. “I always have time for a man of your esteem.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks…” Adam says, glancing back at Daizy with a confused look. “The reason we’re here—” 
 
    The Big Guy cuts him off. “Oh, I know the reason, and I’m more than sympathetic to your cause. Believe me, I hate the UE as much as anyone.” 
 
    “Um, right on,” Adam says. 
 
    “I can’t offer you much in the way of military assistance.” Specks of spittle spray from his mouth with each word. “My resources are fairly limited, thanks in large part to UE meddling. But you’ll be safe as long as you’re on Earth.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” Adam says, scratching his head. “Who am I safe from?” 
 
    “Surely you are aware that the United Empires have put out a universe-wide bounty on your head.” The Big Guy scowls and leans across his desk, forcing his jittery eye on the couch. “You’re wanted for theft of government property. Their entire surveillance force is out looking for you as we speak.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Adam says. 
 
    “I don’t know what you stole to get the Ears so riled up – seriously, they wouldn’t tell me.” He looses a metallic chortle. “How am I supposed to find something if I don’t know what it is? Anyway, the enemy of my enemy, and so on. If there’s anything I can do to help…” 
 
    “Uh, thanks for your support?” Adam says. “Actually, there is something you might be able to help us with.” 
 
    “Please,” The Big Guy says, “name it.” 
 
    “We were downtown earlier, perusing the scrap market – it’s a great market. You’ve got a really great planet here.” 
 
    The Big Guy smiles and nods, approvingly. 
 
    “Anyway,” Adam continues, “while we were visiting one of your fine establishments, one of those… I guess they’re called sweepers—” 
 
    There’s a knock at the door, and the suit steps back into the room. He leans over The Big Guy’s cluttered desk and sets a steaming mug down atop a familiar-looking cup holder, sloshing tea over its dark edges. When Daizy sees the cube, she immediately averts her eyes to avoid attracting attention. Adam notices it too, she gathers, as evidenced by his slack-jawed stare. 
 
    “Can I get you two anything to drink?” The Big Guy asks. 
 
    Daizy shakes her head, elbowing Adam in the ribs and breaking him from his stupor. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Adam says. “I’ll take an Ol’ Guard, if you got it.” 
 
    “Of course.” The Big Guy snaps his fingers, and the suit scurries out of the room. “So what did the sweepers take from you? I hope it’s not whatever the Ears are after, or we might have to fight over it.” He leans back in his chair, straining its hinges, and produces a rusty laugh. 
 
    “What?” Adam shouts. “No, no, no… no.” 
 
    “Well, what is it?” The Big Guy asks. “I’ll have a team start searching for it.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing.” Adam nervously taps his finger against his leg, and Daizy makes a mental note to play him in space poker if they ever get out of this. “One of them woke me up, that’s all. I just wanted to let somebody know, so it could be reprogrammed, or something.” 
 
    “Fish!” The Big Guy slams his metal fist on his desk, causing the cube and everything else on the aged wood surface to rattle. “I swear, those things are more trouble than they’re worth. These days all they bring back is trash anyway. Thank you for bringing this issue to my attention. I’ll get somebody on it immediately.” 
 
    The suit returns and hands Adam a can of Ol’ Guard, which Adam proceeds to greedily slurp and dribble onto the couch. 
 
    “I want you to get somebody to fix those sweepers,” The Big Guy barks at the suit. “They’re out of control, waking people up, bringing me junk. Do you have any idea how much money we’re losing sorting through all of that… chit? And why am I just hearing about this now, from a tourist?” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it, sir,” the suit says, briefly turning back to glare at Daizy and Adam on his way out. 
 
    “The whole fishing planet would fall apart if I wasn’t here to babysit,” The Big Guy complains. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a… thing,” Adam says. “So, what’s with all the cool stuff in here?” As he points around the room, his eyes compulsively dart back to the cube. 
 
    Lifting his mug and taking a loud sip, The Big Guy says, “I’m glad you asked.” He jerks to his feet and mechanically plods to the nearest display case, turning his back on the black gold cup holder reverse-glowing on his desk. “These precious objects are all that’s left of Earth’s distant past. Together they represent the history of our planet. The sweepers salvaged most of it after the last great war. But that was a long time ago, when there were still many items of value and significance to be recovered.” He turns to look at Adam, busy staring at the cube. “Are you and your frumpy feline companion interested in that sort of thing?” 
 
    Daizy looks down at the disgusting rags Adam gave her to wear, and she slouches back against the couch cushions. 
 
    Adam suddenly slams his beer on the table, stands, and marches across the room. “Listen, Guy…” He stares up into the cyborg’s twitching eye. “I don’t give two chits who you are, or how much cool stuff you have. I don’t like you speaking that way to my lady friend.” He points back at her and she nervously sits up. “I might not have been to every galaxy in the universe, but I’ve seen enough of it to know how special she is. Where does a disgusting, bloated fish like you get the space balls to judge anyone? I want you to apologize.” 
 
    The Big Guy clenches his jaw and glares down at Adam’s comparatively puny frame. 
 
    Daizy jumps up from the couch, waving her hands. “It’s all right,” she says. “He didn’t mean anything by it. That goes for both of you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” The Big Guy says, with at least feigned sincerity. “It was rude of me, and I take it back.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” Daizy says. “Are we good?” 
 
    The Big Guy smacks Adam on the shoulder and tells him, “I like you, kid. You remind me of a younger, dopier me.” 
 
    “Come on, Daizy,” Adam says. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Wait, what about…” Daizy stares at him and nods her head toward the desk. 
 
    “Just forget it,” Adam says, moving toward the door. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” The Big Guy calls after them. He lifts his mug, grabs the cube from his desk, and tosses it to Adam. “I noticed you looking at that thing, and well, I know it’s not much, but… no hard feelings?” 
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    “Where’s Zok?” Dave asks between pulls on a virtual slot machine. 
 
    “Aw, he’s up in his room waiting for Adam Jones to call,” Steve says. “The guy has no idea how to relax and have a good time.” His machine flashes and rings, and a bunch of holographic gold coins tumble out. “Ha!” 
 
    “Maybe he’s got the right idea,” Dave says. “I don’t know if we can trust The Foreman.” 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Steve says. “But she’s after the black gold. In order to get it, she’ll have to find Adam Jones. She’s doing our work for us. In the meantime, why not have a little fun?” 
 
    A curvy woman in a tight-fitting black corset approaches and places her hand on Dave’s shoulder. “Can I get you boys another drink?” 
 
    Dave smiles, struggling to keep his eyes off her ample chest. “I’ll take an Ol’ Guard.”  
 
    “Make that two,” Steve tells her cleavage. 
 
    “Coming right up, boys,” she says. 
 
    She leans down to collect their empties, and her body flickers out. In her place stands a bulging, woolly man in a denim jumpsuit. He squints at his wrist, taps it a couple times, and morphs back into the waitress. As she saunters away, she glances back at Dave and winks. 
 
    Dave’s machine, having been neglected for a few seconds, starts shouting things like, “Keep playing!” and, “You’re bound to win sooner or later!” 
 
    “Do we even need Adam Jones?” Dave asks. “We have his grandfather. Can’t we just take the money from the old man?” 
 
    “I already tried that,” Steve says, pulling the virtual lever in front of him. “He’s broke. His only asset is some worthless rock out in Misery Acres.” 
 
    Dave’s machine asks for more crits and he jumps down from his stool. “I’m bored with this. Let’s do something else.” 
 
    As if sensing his departure, his machine says, “I always knew you were a loser.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Steve says. “But I’m sick of all this tourist chit. There has to be some real action around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Ach-hem…” A few machines down, a thin, twitchy insectoid with black arthropod eyes wobbles off his chair and scurries toward them. “Ahoy! I happened to overhear your conversation, and I think I can help you find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “That was fast,” Steve says. 
 
    “The name’s Soddy. I’m sort of an unofficial newbie guide.” He wipes a thin hand across his leaking proboscis and points across the room. “Grab your drinks. And tip your waitress.” 
 
    When their waitress returns, Dave pays her, and she growls, “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    They follow Soddy into the elevator and ride up to a floor called ‘Scrapper’s Ranch,’ where they enter a dark room filled with obscured strangers hooting at half, and in some cases fully, nude aliens of various and indeterminate sex dancing on dimly lit platforms. Soddy leads them to a table against the wall and orders more drinks from a scantily clad waitress with a swollen, swinging udder. 
 
    “It’s hot in here,” Dave shouts, but his voice is drowned out by the pulsing thump blaring from invisible speakers. 
 
    The dancers, unfamiliar and mostly unappealing alien life forms, gyrate and contort in ways which Dave would have been just as happy never knowing were possible. He accidentally makes eye contact with a spiny, hard-shelled dancer and quickly glances away. But it’s too late; her beady eyes lock on, and she scuttles toward him. She grins horridly, rubbing her muddy exoskeleton on his lap, and he labors to smile as her shell painfully digs into his pelvis. When she’s finished, she holds out her claw and Dave scans the barcode etched along its side, only to discover that her performance cost him a little more than a month’s pay. 
 
    As she scurries away in pursuit of more prey, Dave chugs the rest of his beer and anxiously nods at Steve in a bid to leave. 
 
    “I get it,” Soddy says. “It’s not your thing. That’s cool. I got something better, something a little more intense. It’s the kind of thing sick guys like you will love – one of Scrapper’s Delight’s hidden delights.” 
 
    Dave and Steve exchange nervous glances as they follow their guide back to the elevator. Soddy simultaneously presses the buttons for ‘Grand Guignol’ and ‘Dry Cleaning,’ and the box jerks into motion. 
 
    A few turbulent moments later, they step out into a dark hallway. At the far end of the long corridor, Soddy slams his fist against one of half a dozen reinforced metal doors, and a small hatch slides open to reveal a pair of glaring yellow eyes. 
 
    “What’s the password?” the eyes growl. 
 
    “Fish and chits,” Soddy says. 
 
    The door swings open, and a din of raucous cheers and jeers streams out. They step into the smokey, stifling air, and Soddy leads them through a mob of zealous gamblers to a small bar in the corner of the room. As they wait for more drinks, Dave tries to get a glimpse of what everyone is so excited about, but he can’t see anything over the crowd. 
 
    “You won’t find this place in the brochure,” Soddy yells. 
 
    “What is it?” Dave asks. 
 
    But Soddy just smiles and looks down at his phone. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Dave whisper-shouts to Steve. “If this is illegal we could get in real trouble.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Steve says. He tilts his head back, downing a glassful of dark red liquid. “I wish we could do this every night. Come on, lighten up.” 
 
    Determined to enjoy himself, Dave gulps his beer and follows Steve and Soddy closer to the action. 
 
    “Get him!” somebody in the crowd shouts. 
 
    “He ain’t chit!” 
 
    “Rip that chithead to pieces!” 
 
    They push their way through the frenzied mob of spectators up to the edge of a wide platform in the center of the room, where two humanoids are seated at opposite ends of an ornate wood table. Its wide surface is strewn with little hunks of flesh and broken bone and stained with dark splotches of dried blood. The competitor nearest Dave, a guy the shape and color of an eggplant dressed in leather bondage gear, looks unperturbed as his near-sighted teenage opponent hurls confusing insults. 
 
    The kid slips a small notepad from his pocket protector and glances at it. “Cool outfit. Do they make them for whatever gender you are?” He looks out at the confused, muttering audience, jots something down, and says, “The last time I saw your mother, she was younger.” The crowd grows quiet, and the kid dejectedly stuffs his notepad back into his pocket. 
 
    “Place your bets,” the announcer calls out over the speakers. 
 
    Dave notices the other onlookers pulling out their phones, and he follows their lead. When he connects to the Scrapper’s Delight network, a betting app maliciously installs itself. Its interface is childishly simple – headshots of the contenders next to shifting odds, and a ‘delight-fully fun’ payment system. Based on the kid’s uninspired joke-telling, Dave selects ‘Bling Hippo,’ the bondage freak, and bets a hundred crits. 
 
    When all the bets are in, two bulging, greasy beasts approach the table carrying what looks like a living machine connected to two pulsating, translucent sacks of flesh. Wires are plugged from the sacks into the competitors’ ears, and another jumble of wiring connects them to the central unit – a clumsy fusion of electronics and raw biological material. 
 
    The competitors close their eyes, and the crowd grows quiet. For a few long seconds nothing happens. Then, one of the sacks twitches. Before long, they’re wriggling and writhing against the table. They start to grow, swelling to many times their original size and, just as they look as if they’re going to burst, their insides are excreted out onto the table in gooey pink pools. 
 
    The competitors open their eyes, and the mounds of steaming matter in front of them slowly rise. Bling Hippo’s avatar is a miniature version of its leather-clad user, only muscular and agile. Across the table, the kid’s creature struggles to stand, its thin, malformed frame wobbling and slipping in the goop. The gaunt monster tentatively lurches forward, and its user begins displaying signs of fatigue. The pathetic creature tries to lift its leg again, but it stumbles and collapses onto the tabletop. In the same instant, its teenage user loses consciousness and slumps down into his chair. 
 
    The crowd is silent for a beat, and then it erupts. Insults are hurled and bottles are flung. 
 
    “Hey, I won!” Dave cheers. 
 
    One of the beasts that carried the machine drags the kid, dazed and muttering, out of his seat, and the announcer asks, “Who will be our next champion?” 
 
    “I got your champion right here,” Steve drunkenly shouts, shoving Dave toward the platform. 
 
    Before Dave can decline, one of the beasts lifts him out of the throng and sits him down in the empty chair. Bling Hippo frowns from across the table and juts his thumb in the air. His hulking avatar grabs what’s left of the kid’s frail monster, smashes it against the tabletop a few times, and tosses it into the crowd. 
 
    The kid’s wire is inserted into Dave’s ear, and he glances around the room uncertainly. “I’ll give it a shot, I guess.” 
 
    He closes his eyes and tries to imagine himself as a fierce warrior of unparalleled fighting ability, with the strength and agility of ten men. At first nothing happens, but then he feels it, just a slight something in the back of his mind. The feeling grows stronger, and he knows that outside of him a great champion, the best version of himself, is being born. 
 
    After a long moment, he opens his eyes, and his avatar is sloppily birthed onto the table in front of him. It squirms and cries, and he confidently gazes upon it as it struggles to be. But as he searches the muck for the powerful form conjured in his imagination, he quickly discovers the terrible truth – his great warrior isn’t inside the muck, it is the muck. The image he thought he had formed so thoroughly in his mind’s eye was just vivid enough to manifest the most basic of life forms. 
 
    The dark blob spits and sputters, and moans, “Dahhh…” 
 
    Bling Hippo snickers and grabs his hairy stomach as he bursts out laughing. “Are these truly the best warriors Scrapper’s Delight has to offer? Legendary battles have taken place between these walls. Have I become so powerful that there is no one left who can challenge me?” 
 
    With an arrogant strut, Bling Hippo’s avatar stomps toward Dave’s puddle. The powerful monster lifts its foot, and its user cruelly smiles. At the sight of his most vulnerable self about to be crushed underneath a dirty leather boot, Dave cringes and his defenses kick in. At the last moment, his blob dodges the attack. Catching the enemy off guard, it springs up and latches onto the monster’s face. Bling Hippo’s avatar frantically claws at the goop, but its fingers slip through, and the blob disappears down the muscular masochist’s throat. The monster futilely searches the tabletop and then drops to its knees. With its hands on its stomach and a pained expression on its face, it wails like a tortured animal. A horrible crunching noise silences the creature’s cries, and its body suddenly bursts apart, spraying thick purple blood over the crowd. 
 
    His mouth agape, Bling Hippo releases a short, pained sob and crashes face-first onto the table. 
 
    Dave wobbles to his feet, his formless blob avatar squirming mindlessly amongst the gory remains. Gazing out over the cheering, bloodthirsty mob, he asks, “Who’s next?” 
 
    And the crowd goes wild. 
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    Pants carefully cracks open the door of the cavernous room and tiptoes inside. “We’re in The Big Guy’s office, you guys,” she whispers as she approaches an ancient wood desk and turns her phone so her fans can see the scrap spread across its surface. 
 
    “Look at all this stuff.” She briefly admires a cracked triangular stone with half a dozen wavy lines carved across one end and then steps around to the back of the desk and pulls open one of its heavy drawers. “It’s filled with ‘Ol Guard!” 
 
    “Excuse me!” a shrill voice cuts through the room. 
 
    Pants jumps back, startled, and innocently smiles at the annoyed woman standing in the doorway. 
 
    The woman’s hair is pulled back tight, stretching her facial features into a permanent grimace. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “I was on the tour and I got lost,” Pants says. 
 
    “Yes, well, the tour doesn’t include this office,” the woman says, stomping into the room. “Who are you here with?” 
 
    “My friends,” Pants says. “I better go find them.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to come with me,” the woman tells her. 
 
    Addressing her fans, Pants dramatically cries, “Oh no, is this the end for princessfluffypants?” 
 
    The woman grabs Pants by the arm and drags her into the hall squirming and crying out for help. As they pass offices in the hall outside, people poke their heads out and look on with amused interest. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be in school?” the woman asks. “Where are your parents?” 
 
    Pants just stares up in mock fear, summoning a few tears the way she does whenever she gets caught doing something she’s not supposed to. 
 
     “Guh,” the woman groans, rolling her eyes. “I’m not a babysitter. You can stay with the other troublemakers until your parents can come and pick you up.” 
 
    They arrive at a bright waiting room, and the woman shoves Pants inside. “You deal with this,” she tells a guard stationed at the door; even her footsteps sound angry clacking against the tile as she stomps away down the hall. 
 
    The room is windowless, lit by harsh white light, and packed with long rows of plastic chairs occupied by a bunch of miserable-looking people who got caught breaking the rules. 
 
    “Pants!” a familiar voice shouts. “Hey, over here…” Beer waves at her from across the room. “They got you too?” he asks as she runs toward the team. 
 
    “The security is better than I anticipated,” Horton says, glancing suspiciously at the people seated around them. 
 
    The One is quiet for a change, hunched over with thick smears of frosting on his face. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asks. 
 
    “Ughhh,” he groans. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Now that we found Pants, let’s get out of here,” Horton says. “Adam Jones is probably long gone by now anyway.” 
 
    “There’s a guard outside the door,” Pants warns them. “We’ll need a distraction.” 
 
    “We already got it covered,” Beer says. 
 
    “You might want to back up,” Horton tells her. 
 
    Beer nods at The One, winds his fist back, and stuffs it into his ailing little brother’s swollen belly. With a guttural heave, The One projectile vomits thick streams of what appears to be black coffee and sheet cake onto a row of unsuspecting adults seated in front of him. 
 
    “Ewww,” Pants moans. 
 
    The guard immediately runs into the room and, seeing the extent of the damage, slaps his forehead. 
 
    “Come on,” Beer says, shoving Pants toward the door. 
 
    Loud retching and horrified howls follow them as they slink out into the hall. The One, holding his stomach and moaning, lags in last place for a change. Chaos breaks out behind them as they tear through the lobby, startling visitors and staff. Before anyone can stop them, they’re out the front door and running down the pier. 
 
    “Well that was fun,” Pants says, bouncing in the midday gloom. 
 
    “It was a waste of time,” Horton says. 
 
    “No it wasn’t,” The One groans. “As long as we’re not in school, there’s no such thing as a waste of time.” 
 
    “Good point,” Beer says. “Pants, maybe your fans could help.” 
 
    “Good idea!” She looks into her phone and says, “Hey you guys, let us know if you see Adam Jones. He’s human, and he’s a boy, and he’s sort of dumb looking…” 
 
    “We know what his ship looks like,” Beer adds. “It’s a big metal junker with the words Asteroid Jones II painted on the side.” 
 
    “You here that, guys?” Pants says. “Help us out by keeping those peepers peeled for Adam Jones and the Asteroid Jones II.” 
 
    A middle-aged man dressed in a suit and tie stares as he passes on the boardwalk. “Hey,” he says, turning back suddenly. “Aren’t you…” 
 
    “We’re not skipping,” The One says, reflexively. “There’s no school today.” 
 
    “No, you’re Pants Team Pink!” The man peers at them with a look of disbelief. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Horton asks. 
 
    “I watch your show all the time,” the man says. “My daughter loves it. It’s her birthday. Would you mind doing a quick video? She’ll go nuts. Her name is Myra.” 
 
    “Sure!” Pants squeals and gathers the rest of the team around the businessman as he messes with his phone. “Happy Birthday, Myra, from Pants Team Pink!” She winks and holds out her fingers in a ‘V.’ 
 
    “Happy Birthday,” the others reluctantly groan, Horton hiding his face from the camera. 
 
    “Thanks a lot!” the businessman says, smiling and waving as he continues down the boardwalk. 
 
    “Well, that was weird,” The One says. 
 
    “No it wasn’t,” Pants says. “My fans are everywhere.” 
 
    “Mehh,” Horton whines, pulling his shirt up over his head. “Soon everybody in the universe is going to know what I look like.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Pants says. “If you ask me, this whole privacy thing is starting to get a lit-tle paranoid.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say,” Horton argues, “until it’s too late.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Beer asks. “We still got a little time before dinner.” 
 
    “We could check the pawn shop again,” The One suggests. “And on the way we can stop for a pseudo-soy kebab.” 
 
    Beer scrunches his face and says, “You gotta be kidding.” 
 
    The One throws his hands in the air and glares at his brother. “What?”  
 
    “You just puked everywhere,” Beer reminds him. 
 
    “Yeah, and now my stomach is empty,” The One counters. 
 
    “Remember guys, you can get the best pseudo-soy kebabs at Roy’s Soy Hut,” Pants announces. “No one knows soy like Roy!” 
 
    “How do we know Adam Jones didn’t already make a deal with The Big Guy?” Beer asks. 
 
    “We don’t,” Horton says. “If that’s the case, then we’ve already lost.” 
 
    “We can’t give up yet,” Pants says, as she pokes at her pink-hued hunk of glass. “Wait a second!” she cries as she receives a new message. “One of my fans says she saw the Asteroid Jones II in the municipal parking lot.” 
 
    “Hmph, of course,” Horton says. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    When they reach Blart Road, they turn and march up the broken sidewalk. They keep a lookout for the ship as they walk past block after block of plastic apartment buildings, but for a while the only animate things they encounter are a few land-junkers lazily rolling along the cracked asphalt. 
 
    “It must be rush hour,” Beer says. 
 
    They pass a woman pushing a stroller, and the little baby inside looks up at Pants and gurgles, “Pants.” 
 
    Pants whips her head around. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” The One asks. 
 
    “That baby knows me!” Pants cries. 
 
    “I’m tired, and hungry,” The One complains. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Beer encourages him. 
 
    But The One’s pace slackens. Hunched over and dragging his feet, he says, “I bet the ship won’t even be there. We’re trusting a tip from one of Pants’s fans. It’s probably just some fish head trying to get attention.” 
 
    “There it is.” Horton points a little ways up the street toward the edge of town, where the buildings end and spaceships crowd the horizon. 
 
    The sight of the lot seems to renew their spirits, and they excitedly sprint toward it, laughing and kicking up big clouds of dust. The One narrowly beats the rest of them across the finish line, throwing his hands up in triumph. 
 
    “The One, the only,” he declares, panting. 
 
    Their excitement is short-lived, however, as they come to realize the immensity of their task. The dirt lot, crowded with endless rows of ships, extends all along the edge of town and back until it collides with the crumbling landscape beyond. 
 
    “I guess we should split up,” Beer says. “Shout if you find it.” 
 
    The boys take off running across the lot, disappearing between the aisles, and Pants is left all by herself. Staring down one of the dark passages, she clutches her phone with both hands and tries not to tremble. Before the fear can overwhelm her, she thinks of her fans, takes a deep breath, and steps into the aisle. The old beat-up ships tower over her, blotting out the dull sun and enveloping her in shadow. 
 
    “This is kind of scary,” she tells her fans, laughing nervously. “I’m glad you guys are here to keep me company.” 
 
    She slows her pace and squeezes her phone closer. Something clinks behind her, and she spins around. “Who’s there?” 
 
    She holds her breath and listens, but all she can hear is the wind whistling as it slips between the giant spacecraft. 
 
    “The sc-c-cariest place in the universe,” Pants whispers into her phone, “is Howard’s Horror Planet. Mention this ad for ten percent off your first terrifying visit.” 
 
    Something scuffs the dirt, and she turns toward the noise. As she whips her head around, a figure leaps out of the shadows, and she trips back onto the ground. In a panic, she screams and kicks, and her foot makes contact with something soft. 
 
    “Urghh,” The One groans. “What’d you do that for?” 
 
    “I thought you were a monster!” Pants shouts. 
 
    “What are you yelling about?” Beer asks, appearing from between the ships. 
 
    “Did you find it?” Horton calls as he steps into the aisle. 
 
    “Pants kicked me in the nards,” The One says, holding onto his crotch. 
 
    “It was an accident,” she says. “You shouldn’t have jumped out at me like that. I’m an expert in Pants fu.” 
 
    “Urghh,” The One continues to groan. “The pain is excruciating.” 
 
    “Chut up,” Beer says. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Voices from somewhere nearby echo across the lot, and the team scrambles down the aisle, The One lagging behind. When they reach the source of the conversation, they duck behind an old junker, and Pants peeks around the side. 
 
    “There it is, you guys,” she whispers. “We found the Asteroid Jones II!” 
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    The sun is nearing the horizon, and the air is warm and thick with the scent of stale garbage as Daizy and Adam stroll down the warped boardwalk, away from The Big Guy’s gaudy white house. 
 
    Daizy glances at the cube jutting from Adam’s pocket. “I can’t believe he just gave it to you.” 
 
    “I don’t think he knew what he had,” Adam says. 
 
    “But you knew.” She thinks about hugging him and then lightly punches his arm. “Thanks for sticking up for me back there.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” he says. 
 
    “I wonder what all the fuss is about, though. Why does everyone want that thing? Is it some sort of universe-destroying weapon?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I know why I want it.” Adam grins and pats his pocket. “With this baby I can finally afford to quit scrapping. I’ll be able to do whatever I want and go wherever I want, whenever I want.” 
 
    “Can’t you already do those things?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That’s basically how you’re living now,” she says. “You don’t need that thing to be able to do what you want.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Adam says. “It’s about security, and ownership.” 
 
    When they reach the end of the pier, they turn onto Blart Road, and the wind picks up, enveloping them in a fog of dust. Daizy can feel the dirt coating her tongue, and she tries to spit, but it’s useless. 
 
    “It seems like you’re doing all right to me,” she says. “You’ve seen how far these guys are willing to go for that thing. Is it really worth losing everything you already have?” 
 
    “Hey, I found it fair and square,” Adam says. “If they want it, they’re going to have to pay up or pry it from my cold, dead fingers.” 
 
    “Something tells me that won’t be much of a problem,” she says. 
 
    He smirks, ineffectively brushing the dirt off his clothes. “It also happens to be your only hope of getting a new ship.” 
 
    “At this point I’d settle for a new shirt.” She sniffs her armpit and sighs. “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “I guess we could take it back to Ferd’s. Maybe he can figure out a way to sell it outside the system, so The Foreman won’t find out…” 
 
    “If we even make it that far,” Daizy says. “The Ears will be out looking for you everywhere.” 
 
    He throws his hands up. “Well I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    She kicks a small mound of dirt, and the gray dust plumes up and sticks to her ankles. “There’s the parking lot,” she says, pointing. 
 
    Adam rips his keys out of his pocket, and they sullenly trudge toward the lifeless plot of dirt to search for his ship. 
 
    “Maybe you could talk to The Foreman again,” Daizy suggests. “I’m sure she’s still interested.” 
 
    “I already tried that,” Adam says. “She strong-armed me.” He stops walking, and his eyes narrow. “Wait a second. How do you know The Foreman is a she?” 
 
    “Oh, uh,” Daizy stares off into the hazy gray sky. “You get around, you hear things. There’s your ship.” She points to his battered junker and shoves him toward it. 
 
    “Hey, look at this,” Adam says, holding up his phone. “I finally got a bar… and about a hundred messages. That’s weird.” He taps the screen, and they start to play. 
 
    “Uh yeah, ahoy! This is The Foreman,” the message starts, and Daizy gasps. “I have your grandfather. If you ever want to see him again, you will deliver the black gold to me—” Adam skips to the next message. “Ahoy, this is The Foreman, again…” 
 
    “Son of a perch.” He sighs. “I guess she’s going to win after all.” 
 
    When they reach the ship, there are dozens of little slips of virtual paper flapping against its hull. Adam looks at them critically and rips one off. 
 
    “This is bullchit!” he announces. “There’s gotta be a thousand crits worth of parking tickets here.” Reading one of them, his eyes grow wide, and he quickly checks his phone. “They already charged me!” He furiously tears through the imaginary sheets and tosses the scraps into the dirt, where they fade out of existence. “Let’s get the fish off this stinking heap.” 
 
    As Adam fumbles with his keys, Daizy hears a faint shuffling coming from somewhere nearby, and she glances around the empty lot. “What is that?” 
 
    “What is what?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Listen…” 
 
    The sound grows closer, and soon a pair of long, shifting shadows stretch across the dirt in front of them. Adam frantically unlocks his ship, but before he can wrench the door open, a couple weasily men in dingy black and white jumpsuits step into the aisle. The grimy Ears unholster their space guns, confidently sneering at their good fortune. 
 
    “Adam Jones, I presume,” the slimier one of the pair says, running his hand through his greasy cowlick. “The UE’s number one most wanted. Looks like it’s our lucky day, Uggh.” 
 
    “Lucky day, Clunk-eth,” Uggh says. 
 
    “Come on, guys,” Adam tells them. “I’m sure we can work this out.” 
 
    “Yer right about that,” Clunk-eth says. “Things is gonna work out perfect – fer us.” 
 
    Adam slowly moves in front of Daizy, flinching as Uggh haphazardly waves his space gun. “How do you know I’m the guy you’re looking for?” 
 
    Clunk-eth sticks his thumb up at the writing on the side of Adam’s ship. “It’s kinda hard tuh miss.” 
 
    “That’s really starting to become a liability,” Adam says. 
 
    “Put up yer hands, and step over here,” Clunk-eth says. 
 
    “Yeah, step over here,” Uggh repeats. 
 
    Adam nervously glances back at Daizy, and they begin marching toward their soon-to-be captors. 
 
    “Please, guys,” Adam says. “You’ve heard of The Foreman, right? I have something she wants. If you let us go, there’ll be a big reward in it for you.” 
 
    “She?” Clunk-eth throws his head back and laughs. “Now I know yer lyin’. The Foreman’s no woman.” He forces Adam’s wrists together and wraps his hands in putty-cuffs. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this.” Daizy places her hand on Clunk-eth’s arm, gazing into his eyes. “You can let us go. We’re innocent people. Do you follow every order, even if it means hurting people?” 
 
    “Only if it pays,” Clunk-eth says, and he yanks her arm away. 
 
    “What are you going to do with us?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Yer goin’ straight to the vice admiral,” Clunk-eth says. “As fer yer little friend here, I’m sure we can fig’er out somethin’ to do with her.” He looks Daizy up and down and grins wide. 
 
    “Somethin’…” Uggh grabs Daizy’s arms, twisting her skin as he wraps her hands in stiff putty. 
 
    “Ow!” she screams. 
 
    “Quiet,” Clunk-eth says, shoving her forward. “We’re gonna git promoted fer this, Uggh.” 
 
    “Uggh,” Uggh groans. 
 
    “That’s right, we’re— Hey!” Clunk-eth cries out. 
 
    Daizy hears a loud groan, and she turns to see Uggh lying in the dirt, panting and holding his head. A small Earth boy with thick plastic glasses is standing over him, wielding a rusty metal bar. 
 
    “What the fish?” Clunk-eth yells, as his partner rolls in the dirt. “Get up, Uggh.” 
 
    Clunk-eth leans down to help Uggh off the ground when a small girl with pink pigtails runs up behind him and kicks him in the backside, sending him sprawling head first into the dust beside his partner. 
 
    Clunk-eth rolls over, rubbing his eyes. “Yer gonna regret that,” he tells the little girl. 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” the girl taunts and sticks out her tongue. 
 
    “What the fish is going on?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Got him!” Uggh grunts, wrapping his arms around the boy’s chest. 
 
    Clunk-eth lunges toward the girl and grabs her sleeve. “Yer mine.” 
 
    “Get away from me,” the girl shouts, struggling to get away. 
 
    “Mine,” Uggh mumbles. 
 
    “What do you s’pose we should do with ‘em, Uggh?” Clunk-eth says. “I got a friend who’ll pay top dollar fer a couple a tender kids like these.” 
 
    “Top dollar,” Uggh says. 
 
    “You’re not taking them anywhere!” Another boy runs out from between the ships, his stomach shaking and poking out from underneath his t-shirt. He swiftly darts at Clunk-eth and performs a surprisingly agile jumping-stomp onto the Ear’s foot. 
 
    “ACK!” Clunk-eth shouts, dropping the girl. 
 
    A third boy, small and pale, steps out of the shadows behind them and yanks on Uggh’s ears. “Put him down.”  
 
    “It hurts!” Uggh howls. His grip loosens, and he drops the boy with the glasses.  
 
    “So that’s Adam Jones,” the chubby boy says. “I imagined him being a lot more… brule.” 
 
    “Yer in a universe full of trouble,” Clunk-eth says as he rocks back and forth in the dirt holding onto his foot. 
 
    “Do you really think you’re in a position to be making threats?” the pale boy says. 
 
    Looming over them, the chubby boy says, “You’re not gonna do chit.” 
 
    “What should we do with them?” the boy with the glasses asks. 
 
    While the kids are preoccupied, Daizy motions to Adam, and the two of them begin creeping toward his ship. 
 
    Finally, the pale boy slathers putty around the Ears’ hands and feet and over their eyes. “We leave them here. Somebody will find them in a few hours. By then we’ll be long gone.” 
 
    “This is getting exciting, you guys,” the girl tells her phone. 
 
    Daizy and Adam duck around the back of the Asteroid Jones II and shuffle across the aisle, their hands still bound together with hard putty. As they’re running, Daizy glances back to see if they were followed, and her foot catches on something, propelling her face-first into the dirt. When she opens her eyes, the boy with the glasses is standing over her. He sprays something on her hands, and the putty locking them together loosens and drips away. 
 
    When the rest of the kids catch up, Adam asks them, “Who are you guys?” 
 
    “Pfff, well of course,” the girl says, her pink skirt flapping in the wind. “We’re the famous Pants Team Pink!” 
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    Zok sits on the edge of his plush hotel cot, sore and aching as he watches Adam Jones and a pack of Earth kids beat up on a pair of UE patrolmen. The men struggle to defend themselves as the lens violently bounces, spins, and finally freezes on gray sky. 
 
    “So he’s on Earth,” Zok says. 
 
    The video on the little glass screen is replaced by Admiral Glipp’s hard-lipped, craggy scowl. “Yeah,” he growls. “Only half a universe away from you!” 
 
    “Sir, I assure you the situation is under control,” Zok says, rubbing a persistent sore spot on his neck where Pi pressed down a little too hard during their ill-considered ‘romantic’ encounter. “Very soon, Adam Jones will come crawling to us.” 
 
    “And then what, Zok? Supposing he does show up, how are you planning to get out of there with the element? You think The Foreman is just going to hand it over?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Zok says. 
 
    “You’re awfully confident for someone in such a precarious position. This was supposed to be a simple mission – in and out. Instead, it’s turning into a political and logistical nightmare. I don’t know what’s going on out there, Zok. But I strongly suggest you quit boozing and chasing tail, and get this thing sorted out!” The admiral grunts and his feed cuts out. 
 
    Zok glances up at his drooping reflection in the nightstand mirror; his face looks like it’s aged a decade since he left base. 
 
    His knees crack and his lower back spasms as he pushes himself up off the bed and lumbers into the main cabin, where Steve and Dave are sprawled over the couches, moaning and wretching into trash buckets. 
 
    “Ughhh,” Steve groans, rolling onto his back. 
 
    Zok lights a cigarette and blows red smoke at the miserable pair. “I guess you two had a fun night. How about breakfast? I think there are some leftover prawns in the fridge. They smell a little funky, but I bet they’re still good.” 
 
    Dave leans over the couch and heaves into his bucket. As he’s hurling, a grotesque blob of gunk on his shoulder, which Zok initially mistook for vomit, opens its toothless mouth and wails, “Gahhh…” 
 
    The doors to the cabin suddenly crash open, and The Foreman tramps into the dim room, her dark lips stretched into a cruel grin. “Good morning, boys.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Adam Jones?” Zok asks her. 
 
    “You don’t waste any time,” she says. “I was hoping to flirt around it for a while, but the answer is no. I have received no communcation from Adam Jones.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do if he doesn’t show,” Zok asks, “kill the old man?” 
 
    “Space heavens no.” She gasps, unconvincingly. “I’ll put him to work sweeping the parking lot or shelling prawns. He will not go to waste. What about your patrol? They still haven’t located the Asteroid Jones II?” 
 
    Zok takes a long drag off his cigarette and, glancing out the window, says, “No.” 
 
    “Adam Jones is proving to be a formidable opponent.” Turning toward the ailing chidiots draped over the couches, she asks, “What’s with you two?” 
 
    The bloated pair respond with a series of pained sobs. 
 
    “I think they stumbled onto something they weren’t quite ready for,” Pi says. “At least someone around here is having a good time.” 
 
    “If that’s what you call it,” Zok scoffs. 
 
    She stares at him strangely, as if reading his thoughts. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Zok. What exactly does the UE want with the black gold? They have one of their best men and, from what I can tell, a significant portion of their resources committed to finding it.” 
 
    “Ah, I…” Zok stammers, stunned by her insolence. “That is strictly confidential! You have no business inquiring into—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, don’t wrinkle your suit.” 
 
    Stubbing out his cigarette on the window frame, he asks her, “Why are you after the element?” 
 
    “I’ve pondered that question for a long time,” she says. “The truth is, I don’t know anymore. The endeavor is completely irrational, and yet I find myself wanting to believe that there is some mystery left in this universe. Plus, it’s something to do.” 
 
    “It’s too bad we can’t split it.” This mission has got Zok feeling so dejected, he actually means it. 
 
    “Yes, too bad…” She looks at him with her gemstone eyes and presses her cold lips against his cheek. “Well, I just wanted to check in. It’s always lovely chatting with you, Zok. I’ll be sure to keep you apprised of any developments.” She waves at him, hips swaying as she glides out of the room and down the hallway. 
 
    Zok waits until she’s out of sight and then marches in the opposite direction. He squeezes into an elevator packed with sweaty vacationers and patiently rides it down for what feels like a short lifetime. When he reaches the lobby, he shoves his way through the relentless flow of tourists and out the front door of the seemingly boundless, yet eminently claustrophobic pyramid. 
 
    Pausing on the sidewalk to compose himself, he looks up at the stars and whispers to himself, “Space god, there’s a lot of them.” 
 
    Ships hum and buzz overhead as he marches across the lot toward his enviable parking spot just outside the building’s entrance. He scowls at a utility cruiser parked crooked in the space next to his, its landing gear overlapping the white dividing line, and he makes a mental note of the ship’s license plate number. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Stella greets him as he steps into the cockpit and slumps into the captain’s chair. 
 
    He sighs. “It’s good to hear your voice.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asks. “You sound tired.” 
 
    “It’s this whole mission. It’s starting to get to me.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Gazing out across the crowded parking lot, he says, “For the first time in my career, I’m uncertain. I don’t even know what I’m doing out here. I could really use an Ol’ Guard.” 
 
    “Beer? Wouldn’t you rather have breakfast?” When he doesn’t answer, she says, “If you insist…” 
 
    A can pops up into the cup holder of his armrest, and he eagerly chugs its frothy contents. “The admiral is right. Even if our ploy works and the element is brought to us, I’ll still have to figure out a way to wrest control of it away from The Foreman. I could try to intercept the Asteroid Jones II myself, but if I miscalculate the ship’s trajectory, Adam Jones could end up right in The Foreman’s lap…” he clears his throat, “so to speak.” 
 
    “That sounds like a complicated problem,” Stella says. “But you’re the best problem solver I know. If you keep at it, I know you’ll come up with something.” 
 
    Zok crushes his empty can and asks, “Can I have another beer?” An electronic groan emits from the speakers, and another can pops up in the armrest. Cracking it, he muses, “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Stella. The Foreman could never compare.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Stella asks. “Why would you compare me to her?” 
 
    “Oh,” he says, gulping. “No reason, she just reminds me of you. She’s very… accommodating.” 
 
    “Accommodating, huh? That’s how you think of me?” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean…” 
 
    “In what ways did she accommodate you?” 
 
    “You know, the regular ways,” he says. “With a fancy room and a little gambling money, plus all the prawns I can eat!” 
 
    “Did she hit on you?” Stella asks, plainly. 
 
    “What? No!” Zok says. “No, no… no.” 
 
    “I think you should be careful around her,” Stella says. “She just seems so… fake.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m always careful.” Zok belches and grins. “Speaking of food…” 
 
    “We don’t have any prawns,” she says. “But I bet The Foreman never made you one of these.” 
 
    A hatch in the dash opens to reveal a big, sweaty humanoid burger with tree-nut butter and melty green cheese. 
 
    “Stella, I could kiss you,” Zok says. 
 
    “Stop it,” she giggles. “You’re making me blush.” 
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    “This is BeerCheese69, TheOneTrueKing, and Tim_Horton,” the little girl says, pointing to the three boys standing behind her. “And I’m princessfluffypants.” 
 
    “Uh, nice to meet you,” Adam says. “This is Daizy.” 
 
    “Eeeee,” the girl suddenly squeals and rushes across the lot. When she gets near enough, she pounces, latching onto Daizy’s back and yanking her ears. “You’re like a real kitty!” 
 
    “Ahh, that hurts!” Daizy yells, ripping the girl off of her. 
 
    “Sor-ry,” princessfluffypants says, pouting. 
 
    Daizy brushes at the clothes Adam gave her, but the dirt is caked on. “What are you guys, a team of superheroes?”  
 
    “I never thought about it like that,” princessfluffypants says. “But now that you mention it, we are kind of like superheroes!” 
 
    “Except you’ve got something we want,” the small pale one, Tim_Horton, says. “To you, that makes us the villains.” 
 
    “That’s right,” TheOneTrueKing says, his belly poking from underneath his grease-stained t-shirt. 
 
    “Shouldn’t your name be BeerCheese?” Adam asks the pudgy boy. 
 
    BeerCheese69 laughs derisively as he wipes his glasses on his dust-caked shirt. “I’m just trolling him.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Adam says. “You’re those kids from Scrapper’s Delight. That pink cat of yours almost killed me!” 
 
    Princessfluffypants drags the toe of her pink sneaker through the dirt. “Sorry about that. I got excited.” 
 
    “What do you want from us?” Daizy asks. 
 
    “We want to be friends!” princessfluffypants declares. 
 
    “No,” Tim_Horton says, his scrawny frame swimming in a screen-printed Hamowar t-shirt. “We want the black gold.” 
 
    “Not you too,” Daizy moans. 
 
    “I’m sorry; I feel for you,” Adam says. “Of all the weirdos who are after this thing, you’re probably the most sympathetic.” 
 
    “It’s four of us against two of you,” TheOneTrueKing says. 
 
    Adam glances back at the Asteroid Jones II’s open hatch, but it’s too far away. The kids would be on Daizy and him before they could get anywhere near it. 
 
    “Listen, she’s got my grandpa,” Adam says. “If I don’t bring her the black gold, there’s no telling what she might do. She might kill him. Or worse, force him to sweep the parking lot.” 
 
    “Who’s she?” BeerCheese69 asks, shaking dust from his scruffy brown hair. 
 
    “The Foreman,” Adam says. 
 
    “The Foreman is a girl?” princessfluffypants says. 
 
    “Ugh,” Adam groans. “We don’t have time for this. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “What do you think, Horton?” TheOneTrueKing asks. 
 
    “I don’t know. They could be lying.” Tim_Horton scrutinizes them. “Plus, now they know what I look like.” 
 
    “I think we should let them go,” princessfluffypants says. “If we have a chance to save somebody’s life, we have to do it.” 
 
    The kids glance at each other, communicating through subtle nods and facial gestures. Like living portraits of a dying planet, their clothes are ragged, and their skin is stained silent-era gray with dirt. 
 
    “Pants is right,” BeerCheese69 finally says. “We’re not the bad guys.” He glances toward Adam and Daizy. “We won’t stop you.” 
 
    “I know how much you must want the black gold,” Adam says. “So, thanks. Now we just have to hope The Foreman holds up her end.” 
 
    “Maybe we can help you out with that,” TheOneTrueKing says. “We’re a pretty good team.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Tim_Horton says. 
 
    “This is what the adventure is really about, you guys!” princessfluffypants shouts. “Fighting the bad guys, making new friends, and having fun – together.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if you sell the black gold, we still want a cut,” TheOneTrueKing says. 
 
    “It’s a deal.” Adam kneels and holds out his hand. The boys shake it and princessfluffypants latches onto his neck. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Adam sets the girl down and looks over the ragtag team. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “We’re teaming up with the Asteroid Jones II, you guys,” princessfluffypants announces into her phone. “Can we reach Adam’s grandpa in time? Will we be able to stop The Foreman? Stay tuned for the exciting conclusion of ‘The Black Gold Saga.’” 
 
    “Why is she talking like that?” Adam asks. 
 
    BeerCheese69 says, “She’s just updating her fans.” 
 
    “O-kay…” Adam says, glancing at Daizy doubtfully. 
 
    “But before we do any of that, it’s almost time for dinner,” TheOneTrueKing says. 
 
    “And we have school,” Tim-Horton reminds them. “We already skipped the first day. We have to be there tomorrow.” 
 
    “Brule! We’ll catch up with you guys tomorrow, after school,” BeerCheese69 concludes. “See you then!” 
 
    The kids scamper out of the parking lot, shouting and chasing after each other, and they quickly disappear between the crumbling patchwork buildings across the street. 
 
    “Well that was weird,” Daizy says, pulling out her phone. “Ooh, I’m finally getting some reception. And I have to pee – right now!”  
 
    Adam unlocks the cargo bay door, and she shoves him aside, running across the empty room. When she gets to the top of the steps, she jiggles the doorknob and angrily yells, “Why’d you lock this one?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” he says, trudging up behind her. 
 
    Adam wrenches the door open, and Daizy races to the bathroom, tossing her phone on the couch. He heads to the cockpit for an Ol’ Guard, but when he opens the fridge, the shelves are empty. With a reluctant sigh, he lumbers into the living room and grabs a couple six-packs from behind the couch. On his way back, Daizy’s phone rings, and he yells, “Hey, your phone’s ringing.” 
 
    He carries the beer up to the cockpit, and the annoying jingle quits, but as he’s stocking the fridge, it starts up again. 
 
    Exhausted and out of patience, he storms back into the living room and snatches the buzzing brick of glass from the couch.  
 
    “Hello,” he growls. “Daizy can’t come to the phone. She’s on the space toilet—” 
 
    “Adam Jones,” The Foreman coos. “This is a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    “Uh…” Adam gawks at her, struggling to make sense of what’s happening. “Why are you calling Daizy’s phone?” 
 
    “You should ask her that question,” The Foreman says. “Don’t bother putting her on. I assume you got my messages, but just in case you can’t comprehend with that spongy little brain of yours, I have your grandfather. If you want to save him from spending what’s left of his pathetic life cleaning the parking lot, you will bring me the black gold. I so look forward to seeing you again.” She winks, and the call ends. 
 
    Adam lifts his stunned gaze as Daizy returns from the bathroom. 
 
    “Why are you using my phone?” she asks. 
 
    “You were working for her the whole time,” Adam says. “I’m so stupid. I actually believed I just happened to get rescued by a beautiful space girl.” 
 
    Daizy drops her head. “I was working for her. But I didn’t know you then…” 
 
    “I can’t trust anything you say.” Despite his best efforts to suppress his feelings, he can sense the tears welling in his eyes. “You were just after the black gold like everyone else. You had me feeling sorry for you. I’ve always had my suspicions, but now I know – the whole universe really is against me.” 
 
    “I’m not against you,” Daizy says. “I want to help you.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Adam tosses her phone, and she clumsily catches it. “Just get out of here.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Daizy says. “You’re just going to leave me here? Where am I supposed to go? I have nothing. You destroyed my home, remember?” 
 
    Adam steps toward her and grabs her wrist, but she rips it away. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” he says. 
 
    She reluctantly sticks out her arm, and Adam turns it over. He taps at her phone a couple times and presses his thumb onto the screen. 
 
    “That’s half of what I owe you,” he says. “I need the rest to get back to Scrapper’s Delight.” 
 
    “Let me go with you,” she pleads. “I promise – I’m on your side.” 
 
    They share a long moment of silence, and Daizy finally turns and slinks back to the cargo hold. Looking into her sad eyes as the hatch grinds open, Adam starts to have second thoughts about making her go. But before he can figure out a face-saving way to stop her, she’s stepping out into the lot, her baggy t-shirt and dark hair flapping in the dusty wind. The door begins to shut, and Adam turns to the controls to stop it. But when he looks back, she’s already gone. 
 
    The ship turns quiet, and Adam stomps up to the cockpit. He rips the fridge open and chugs an Ol’ Guard, dribbling it all over himself. As he stares out at Earth’s barren landscape, watching the gray sun disappear behind the horizon, all he can think about is Daizy.  
 
    Pushing her out of his mind, he sets his ship’s autopilot for the nearest starline, and the Asteroid Jones II ascends into the dead planet’s drab sky. The silence is deafening as he plunges into the dark, so he pulls up his movie library on the window and picks a title at random. But before the opening credits begin to roll, he turns it off. 
 
    “Huhhh,” he sighs.  
 
    Feeling spectacularly sorry for himself, he grabs another beer from the fridge and lets the static sky lull him into a starry-eyed daze. 
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    “Yup, he stopp’t ‘em all in the ent,” Tobi says. “And alls he got fer it was a lousy ‘lectric toat.” 
 
    Leaning against the dash of the grimy cargo ship, Spez tiredly glances at his jabbering companion. Over the past few hours, he’s caught only bits and pieces of Tobi’s endless string of old stories between long stretches of starry-eyed inertia. 
 
    Tobi turns his eyestalks toward the driver’s seat. “So what ‘bout it?” 
 
    “What ‘bout what?” Spez says. 
 
    “What’re yuh goin’ tuh Earth fer?” 
 
    “I’m haulin’ a bunch a stuff fer that show,” Spez says. “What’s it call’t? Pink Squat, er somethin’?” 
 
    “Yuh mean Pants Team Pink?” Tobi squeals. “That’s my favorite show. Yuh ever seen it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I like it aright,” Spez says. 
 
    “That The One cracks me up, the way he’s always givin’ Beer a hart time,” Tobi says. “Makes me laugh jist thinkin’ ‘bout it.” 
 
    “Speakin’ of,” Spez says, smacking his dry lips. “Grab me a cold one, wit yuh, Tob?” 
 
    “They was a part of that fight we seen out at Scrapper’s Delight.” Reaching behind the seat, Tobi snatches a couple cans of Ol’ Guard from the fridge and tosses one across the cabin. 
 
    “That was somethin’,” Spez says, cracking his can. 
 
    The Earth glows dull gray in the distance. As they pass the planet’s sole crummy satellite, Tobi points at the mounds of trash scattered across its craggy surface and filling its giant craters. 
 
    “Ther use tuh be a clone farm on that moon,” he says. “In fact, I hert—” 
 
    “Come on, Tob. Wer almost ther. We ain’t got time fer any more stories.” 
 
    “Eh,” Tobi scoffs and swats the air. 
 
    Vast swaths of debris clog the exosphere – dead satellites, deserted space stations, bundles of old newspapers, and all the other garbage a primitive planet can collect over a few centuries of negligent space exploration. As they make their approach, a beat-up gray junker crashes through the rubble, knocking a bunch of trash out of orbit and into clean space. 
 
    Tobi presses his eyes to the window and gawks at the ship as it speeds past. “Dit yuh see that?” 
 
    “What, that crutty ship?” Spez asks. 
 
    “I think it set Asteroit Jones,” Tobi says. 
 
    Spez glances in his rearview but all he can make out is the light blue flare of the ship’s exhaust. 
 
    “That’s the ship they been talkin’ ‘bout on Pants Team Pink.” Tobi’s bright eyes stretch wide and twist around to look at Spez. 
 
    Spez shrugs. “Wow, the famous Asteroit Jones…” 
 
    “Lit’s go after it,” Tobi suggests. 
 
    Spez checks to make sure Tobi’s brains aren’t leaking out of his ear sockets, and says, “What are yuh talkin’ ‘bout?” 
 
    “It’s right ther.” Tobi slides to the edge of his seat. “Erryboty in the universe is lookin’ fer it. Lit’s follow it.” 
 
    “Jist fergit it,” Spez says. 
 
    “Come on,” Tobi pleads. “I thought yuh like’t gittin’ close tuh the action.” 
 
    “I like gittin’ close tuh it,” Spez says. “I’m not tryin’ tuh be a part of it.” 
 
    Tobi belches and, frowning, suggests, “We kin at least see wer it’s goin’.” 
 
    “It’s jist gon’ be trouble. Besites, I got a shipment tuh d’liver.” 
 
    “That never stop’t yuh afer.” 
 
    Small fragments of trash clink against the hull as Spez swerves around the mangled remnants of an ancient war machine. “Hey, I like skippin’ work as much as the next fishin’ guy. But it ain’t worth it. Trust me on this one, Tob.” 
 
    “Well, yer usely right ‘bout this stuff,” Tobi finally relents, slumping down in his seat. 
 
    Flames lick the windows and the craft trembles as it plunges into the atmosphere. When the tremors cease, Spez guides the ship down through gray sky, toward the outskirts of the last Earth city, and the travelers disembark onto the dimming planet as the setting sun casts a final hazy glow over the parking lot. 
 
    While Tobi pays the meter, Spez heads back to the cargo hold and piles a dozen big boxes onto the hover-lift. Once the shipment is loaded, he presses a button on the machine’s handle, and the entire stack floats up off the ground. He and Tobi push the precarious load through the dirt lot, across the street, and into a maze of plastic high-rises, snaking through the alleyways until they reach the bustling market at the heart of the city. They use the lift to wedge their way through the mob, and Spez soon spots the raspberry-blowing USU logo installed outside their destination. 
 
    As they approach the House of Todd, an Earth man with straggly black hair and glasses appears in the doorway gnawing on a stick of fake meat covered in brown sauce. “Bring it around back,” he says between sloppy bites and disappears inside the store. 
 
    They guide the lift down the adjacent alley, and a metal shutter attached to the side of the building clatters open. 
 
    “You Tot?” Spez asks. 
 
    “Yeah, just push it in here,” Todd directs them, wiping his greasy fingers on his shirt. 
 
    “This is a lot a stuff,” Tobi says. 
 
    “Yeah man,” Todd says as he searches through a box of tools. “You ever hear of Pants Team Pink? Well I happen to know them personally, and they put me in charge of their merch.” 
 
    “No way!” Tobi cries. 
 
    “Yes way,” Todd says. “It took a few hours, but the first shipment is finally here.” Using his In-Xacto Saber, he opens one of the boxes and starts digging through it. 
 
    “It’s my favorite show,” Tobi says. “I’d love tuh meet the team.” 
 
    “You and everyone else in space,” Todd says as he emerges from the box with a pink doll that looks like the Pants character and squeezes its hand. 
 
    “The treasure belongs to Pants Team Pink!” the doll cries. “Stay tuned, you guys!” 
 
    “These are so brule!” Todd says, holding up three more dolls, one for each character on the show. “I can’t wait to add them to my collection.” 
 
    As Tobi hauls a tall box off the lift, he says, “Dit yuh see the one win they was fightin’ The Ferman and the Ears?” 
 
    Todd scoffs. “Of course I saw that one. I’ve seen ‘em all. I have almost every episode. There’s still a couple early ones I’m having trouble tracking down, though,” he grumbles. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Tobi says. “Well we was actually ther – saw it with are own eyes.” 
 
    “You gotta be fishin’ kidding me,” Todd says. “How close were you? What was it like to see the team in action? You gotta tell me all about it.” 
 
    “We will,” Spez says. “But I gotta have yuh pay fer this stuff first.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Todd says, pressing his finger to Spez’s phone. 
 
    “Ahem,” Spez says, wiggling the glass. 
 
    “I’ll give you guys something better than a tip.” Todd rummages through one of the boxes and pulls out two neon pink hats with the word ‘PANTS!’ printed in cartoon letters over the brim. 
 
    “This is great,” Tobi says, poking out two eyeholes and pulling the bright cap onto his head. 
 
    Spez takes off his tattered ‘SPEZ’ cap and slips on the new one. “Uh, thanks…” 
 
    “Now you gotta tell me about the battle!” Todd grins and tenses in anticipation. 
 
    “Maybe we shit watch the episote, and me and Spez here kin nar-rate,” Tobi suggests. 
 
    “That’d be Pants-tacular!” Todd says. 
 
    “I might need a beer, though, afer I kin ‘member exacly what happen’t,” Spez says. 
 
    “What’s your brand?” Todd asks. 
 
    “Ol’ Gart ‘it be better ‘an fine.” 
 
    Todd leads them through the garage into the back of the store, and he rummages inside an old fridge covered in colorful stickers. The little room is littered with videos and boxes full of toys. On the TV, a junk dealer is having a heart attack and wailing about going to an afterlife called ‘Georgia.’ The show cuts off abruptly when Todd ejects the tape and switches the channel to the team’s livestream, which is currently airing a rerun. He tosses Spez and Tobi a couple cold ones, and the screen turns dark as he cues up the episode. 
 
    “So, we was comin’ out a Scrapper’s Delight,” Tobi sets the scene. “Yuh know, after a few beers ant a boat loat of shrimp, and it was dark like it always is—” 
 
    A beam of light suddenly slices across the screen, and a ship explodes in a ball of blue fire. 
 
    “Whoa, this is pretty re-listic.” Spez takes a big gulp of his beer. “It’s almost bitter ‘an bein’ ther.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t ‘member any of this happenin’.” Tobi jerks back in surprise when another ship bursts apart. 
 
    “So, who’s your favorite character?” Todd asks. “Besides Pants, of course. She kind of makes the show. But my other favorite is Horton. He’s got the brulest ship and the best skills.” 
 
    “No way,” Tobi says. “Like I was tellin’ Spez afer, The One is one funny son of a perch.” 
 
    “I like Beer the best,” Spez says. “He’s always calm and collect’it and knows jist what tuh do.” 
 
    The three of them finish off a case of Ol’ Guard as they take in a mini-marathon, laughing and arguing late into the night. By the time they’ve caught up with the latest episode, the beers have caught up with them, and as they stumble out of the shop, they break into a raucous, warbly rendition of the Pants Team Pink theme song – 
 
      
 
    Help Pants Team Pink, 
 
    Help Pants Team Pink! 
 
      
 
    Bum bum bum! 
 
      
 
    We’re about to go on an incredible adventure, 
 
    The opportunity for fun will be great! 
 
      
 
    Life is an upside down illusion, 
 
    So grab it by the floppy ears and ride into the future! 
 
      
 
    We’re moving so fast through this universe that smells of tree nuts and sunshine, 
 
    Hang on tight to live your dreams! 
 
      
 
    Go Pants Team Pink! 
 
    Go Pants Team Pink! 
 
    Fly into adventure! 
 
      
 
    Find the treasure at the end of time, 
 
    And discover the love inside to teeter forward into a new day! 
 
      
 
    Go Pants Team Pink! 
 
    Go Pants Team Pink! 
 
    Explode Pants Team Pink! 
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    Adam lucks out, crash-landing the Asteroid Jones II into a parking space within spitting distance of the valet. He slugs down the rest of his beer and belches, “BUAAA,” as he crushes the can and tosses it on the floor. 
 
    The dark pyramid casts a murky haze over the perpetual night sky as he deboards and dashes across the metal turf. He’s already panting and soaked in sweat when he reaches the entrance. He forces his way through the crowded lobby and fidgets in the hallway until the elevator arrives. When the doors open, he rushes into the box, squeezing past a group of disembarking seniors, and presses the button for ‘Waste Management.’ 
 
    Frantically patting at his pockets, he’s relieved to find that he remembered to bring the black gold. He’s surprised to feel a similar shape in his other pocket, and he suddenly remembers the videotape he bought on Earth. “Waxwork,” he reminds himself. 
 
    For a moment he considers the odd similarities between the two alien objects, but he sloughs it off as a meaningless coincidence. 
 
    When he steps out of the elevator, The Foreman’s muscular, poncho-clad secretary greets him, “Welcome back, Mr. Jones. She’s waiting for you in her cabin.” 
 
    Adam holds up his hand. “One second.” He moves toward the copper machine in the corner of the room, presses the button for xpresso, and impatiently waits for a stream of black sludge to spill out. With his pinky high, he throws back the cup and drains the goopy liquid in a single, painful swallow. His eyes watering, he rasps, “All set.” 
 
    The young mannequin yanks open the door to the dark cabin, and Adam cautiously steps inside. 
 
    “Ahoy,” The Foreman says, gracefully rising from a bench in front of the fake fire. “I told you it wouldn’t be long.” 
 
    Two men, whom Adam recognizes but can’t quite place, are hunched next to her. 
 
    “Who are these fish heads?” Adam asks. 
 
    The stern-looking one, dressed in a black and white UE uniform stands and scowls. “Vice Admiral Zok of the United Empires.” 
 
    “I remember now,’ Adam says. “You’re that Ear who threatened to kill me.” He points at the round little man staggering to his feet. “And you’re that debt collector. You guys are all working together? I should have known it would take every one of you to catch the Asteroid Jones II.” 
 
    “Ha,” The Foreman sneers. “In the end, all it took to get you crawling back was the apprehension of one bumbling old man.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Adam demands. “You better not have hurt him.” 
 
    “You’re in no position to make threats,” she says. “Nevertheless, he’s perfectly fine. And he will stay that way, provided you give me what I want.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” Adam says. “But I want to see him first.” 
 
    “Bring him in,” she says, to no one in particular. 
 
    The cabin door opens, and Grandpa is rolled inside, tied to a desk chair and talking the guard’s ear off. 
 
    “It wasn’t so easy getting around back then,” Grandpa tells the stone-faced thug. “For one thing, fuel cells didn’t last half as long as they do now, and they were a lot less reliable. We were constantly getting stranded in the middle of nowhere, surviving on nothing but grit and recycled urine for space weeks at a time. And there was only one flavor of ration – plain. But we managed. We were made of tougher stuff…” The old man glances around the room and, when he sees his grandson, exclaims, “Adam!” 
 
    “Grandpa!” Adam cries. 
 
    “Thank you Zilch,” The Foreman says. “You can cut him loose.” 
 
    The guard rips the plastic ties from Grandpa’s wrists and legs with his bare hands and then obediently lumbers out of the room. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Oh, I’m great,” Grandpa says. “You wouldn’t believe the movies they have, stuff I thought was lost forever. I just watched Clifford! And it was everything I always dreamed it would be. This is the best vacation I’ve had in years. I only wish I hadn’t messed things up for you.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay,” Adam says. 
 
    “You see,” The Foreman says. “He looks better than he did when we found him.” 
 
    Adam looks Grandpa up and down. “Well, I can’t deny that.” 
 
    “Yes, very good,” Zok says. “Now, if this little reunion is over, can we get down to business?” 
 
    “Fine, but I want to know what you plan to do with the black gold,” Adam demands as he helps Grandpa to his feet. “And if you’re all working together, which one of you gets to keep it?” 
 
    “That’s no business of yours,” Zok says. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll have no problem working out the details amongst ourselves,” The Foreman says. “Now as you can see, your grandfather is alive and well. So if you would be so kind.” She holds out her palm, expectantly. 
 
    Adam hesitates, patting his pockets. 
 
    “Oh, and in case you’re thinking of trying anything sneaky.” The Foreman turns toward the debt collector fidgeting behind her, and Adam notices that the little man is holding a familiar metal box. “It did occur to me that none of us has seen the black gold before, which obviously poses a problem where authenticity is concerned. Fortunately, your grandfather has provided us with a solution. Dave will confirm that you aren’t trying to cheat us. Or that you are…” 
 
    Some sort of living slime wriggling atop Dave’s shoulder groans, “Gahhh…” 
 
    Adam looks at Grandpa and shrugs. 
 
    “Come now,” she says. “Don’t be a sore loser. If you hurry, you can still escape with your lives.” 
 
    Adam stuffs his hands into his pockets, and before he has time to think it over, he yanks the object free and slaps it into The Foreman’s hand. Catching a glimpse of Grandpa gaping at the black cuboid in wide-eyed horror, Adam immediately regrets his decision. 
 
    “It’s more magnificent than I ever imagined,” The Foreman says.  
 
    She nods, and Dave turns one of the knobs on the machine. A loud beeping erupts, and the screen pulses bright red. 
 
    Grinning, she says, “This is too easy.” 
 
    “What are those little windows on the front?” Dave asks. 
 
    “Who knows,” Zok says. “Who cares? We finally have it.” 
 
    “After so long…” The Foreman says. “None of you could possibly begin to comprehend. Now nothing can take it from me.” 
 
    “You mean from us,” Zok corrects her. 
 
    The Foreman clutches the box to her chest, and a wicked smile forms across her face. “You honestly think I would ever let you or those two bungling chidiots possess the black gold?” 
 
    “Hey,” Dave meekly protests. 
 
    “We made a deal, Foreman,” Zok says. 
 
    “I do believe in keeping one’s end of a bargain, whenever convenient,” she says. “Unfortunately for you, you’ve caught me at a most inconvenient moment.” 
 
    “This isn’t the way I wanted it to go,” Zok says. 
 
    “Come on, Zok,” she says. “You’re under my roof. How did you think this would end?” 
 
    While the others are distracted, Adam tries to rouse Grandpa, but the old man won’t budge. The Foreman, gazing at the object in false-triumph, doesn’t seem to notice Zok wrenching the detector from Dave’s hands and lifting it in the air behind her. 
 
    “I really am sorry it came to this,” Zok says, as he brings the box down and savagely smashes it against the back of The Foreman’s head. 
 
    She instantly crumples to the floor, and the room goes silent. 
 
    After a long moment, Zok sighs and tosses the bloody instrument to the ground. He steps toward The Foreman’s lifeless body and crouches over it. But as he reaches for the dark object clutched in her hands, she twitches. 
 
    Producing a strange metallic cough, she pushes herself off the floor, and Zok backs away. As she sits up, her hacking slowly morphs into a grating laugh, and she throws her head back. Behind her golden hair, her face is torn open. A wide flap of skin dangles from her polished, blood-smeared skull, and mechanical tendons in her jaw stretch and retract as she howls, her sparkling green eye, cold and lidless, staring out madly. 
 
    “You see?” she shrieks, ripping the loose hunk of flesh from her face and tossing it to the floor. “You can’t beat me.” 
 
    “Come on,” Adam pleads, dragging Grandpa toward the door. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “But… you… that…” Grandpa mumbles, pointing at the black box in The Foreman’s hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Adam Jones,” The Foreman calls after him. “I knew you would come around.” 
 
    “Uh, no problem,” Adam says on his way out of the cabin. “Just remember to be kind – rewind.” 
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    Pi lifts the dark object above her head and proclaims, “I have the power!” 
 
    “What kind of power does it have?” Dave asks. 
 
    She brings the brick back down and examines it more closely. “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “You are in possession of UE property!” Zok shouts. 
 
    She holds the object out toward him. “Come and take it.”  
 
    Zok moves his hand to the space gun on his hip, and the door to the cabin suddenly whips open, smacking hard against the rare Earth-wood wall. 
 
    Steve strolls into the room, sipping on a cup of xpresso. “This place has the nicest bathrooms.” He glances around with a confused look. “What’s going on? Are you guys going to watch a movie?” 
 
    “You just missed Adam Jones,” Dave says. 
 
    “You mean he was here, and you let him get away?” Steve whines. “Please tell me you got the money.” 
 
    Dave bites down on his bottom lip and shrugs. 
 
    “I have full authority to shoot,” Zok says, pulling his space gun from its holster and pointing it at Pi. “Now, toss me the element.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, that’s the element?” Steve says. “Let me see it.” He sets his cup down on the fireplace mantel and plucks the object from Pi’s hand. “Hmm, it looks like a tape to me.” 
 
    He tosses it into the air, and she snatches it. “What do you mean, a ‘tape?’” she asks, turning it over in her hands. 
 
    Slurping from his cup, he says, “You know, a videotape. Primitive civilizations use them to store porn and other… stuff. It’s sort of interesting, but it’s no black gold.” 
 
    “A… videotape?” Pi repeats, searching her internal database for more information. Using her retina to scan the object into the SCRAP network, something she should have done the moment she laid her hands on it, she confirms Steve’s claim. “He’s right… It’s something called Waxwork.” 
 
    “What the fish is Waxwork?” Dave asks. 
 
    “It’s bullchit is what it is.” She hurls the tape at the ground, and it shatters. 
 
    “That’s just great,” Zok says. “I could not have chosen a dimmer group of stars with which to align myself. Well done everyone.” 
 
    “Hey man, you were here too,” Steve argues. “These guys are definitely chidiots – there’s no doubt about that. But you’re just as much to blame.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting this was somehow my fault?” Zok clenches his teeth, and blood rushes to the surface of his skin. “Where the fish were you? If you hadn’t been off fishing around, we would have known it was a trick from the start.” 
 
    “Let’s keep our heads screwed on, so to speak,” Pi interjects. She switches to the security channel, and commands, “Zilch, I want every available employee searching for Adam Jones and the Asteroid Jones II. Do not let him leave the premises.” 
 
    “I’m on it, ma’am,” Zilch replies. 
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything, but…” Steve points to his cheek. “Your face is peeling.” 
 
    Despite his boorish delivery, it’s a good reminder. Hiking up her dress, she tears off a short length of red fabric and ties it around her gory eye. When she looks up, the men are staring at her newly-exposed thighs. 
 
    “How could this have happened?” Zok moans. “Why didn’t you scan the thing into your system?” 
 
    “Maybe I would have,” Pi says, “if I hadn’t been so busy being bludgeoned.” 
 
    The muscles in Zok’s arms tense. “I wouldn’t have been forced to take such action if you hadn’t betrayed me.” 
 
    “We can assign blame for the rest of your short life,” she says. “But it won’t change anything. We can’t let him escape. Have you alerted your patrol?” 
 
    “It seems as though I have no other choice,” Zok says, his frown twisting into a tortured smirk. “But if you think it will benefit you, you’re dumber than these two chidiots.” 
 
    “Is that necessary?” Steve asks. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Zilch cuts in. “The Asteroid Jones II was just spotted leaving the parking lot.” 
 
    Pi briefly pauses to determine what action has the best odds of producing her desired result, and she instructs Zilch, “Gather the fleet.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Zilch confirms. 
 
    “And prepare my ship.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary, ma’am,” Zilch says. “We are fully prepared to handle any and every possible contingency—” 
 
    “I believe you, Zilch. But this is something that requires a woman’s touch.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Well?” Zok says, watching her impatiently. “We’re waiting…” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Pi says. 
 
    “You mean you let him escape?” Zok wails. 
 
    She moves to the battered black gold detector lying on the rug and says, “You had better pray to the space gods that this box still works, Zok. Or next we’ll get to see what your skull looks like.” 
 
    Lifting the machine, she wipes her dark blood off the screen and turns the knob. But nothing happens. “Fish this stupid hunk of—” She smashes her fist against the glass, and a faint red dot appears. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Dave says. “How come it was beeping if that wasn’t the black gold?” 
 
    “He must have had the real thing with him,” Pi says. “But we were too close. The signal was so strong we couldn’t tell the black gold from anything else in the room, or the building for that matter.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough,” Zok barks. “I’m going to take care of this myself. Don’t try to stop me,” he tells them as he dramatically marches out of the cabin. 
 
    Dave points at the red speck blinking on the screen. “It’s moving toward the edge.” 
 
    “It won’t be long before it’s out of range,” Steve says. 
 
    Pi runs a hand over her dress and walks to the bar, where she pours herself the strongest, oiliest glass of lubricant she can mix. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Steve asks. 
 
    “The plan is to find the Asteroid Jones II and reduce it to space dust,” she says, lifting the glass to her mouth and allowing the liquid to coat her insides.  
 
    “But what if you destroy the element?” Dave asks. 
 
    “The black gold is purported to be the strongest matter in the universe,” she says. “I’m sure it can withstand a little life-extinguishing explosion. And if not, then so be it.” 
 
    “But if you kill Adam Jones, we won’t be able to collect our money,” Steve complains. 
 
    She shrugs, mimicking the common human gesture. “A necessary sacrifice.” 
 
    “We never should have trusted you.” Dave frowns and crosses his arms. 
 
    “Come on, Dave, we’re leaving,” Steve says, and turning to Pi, “as soon as we get what we’re owed.” 
 
    “Ask my secretary for a to-go tray,” she says, shooing them out as she swigs the last of her viscous cocktail. 
 
    Once they’re gone, she disrobes and steps inside her cavernous closet. A soft light flickers on, illuminating her extensive collection of costumes, and she slips into her darksuit – a flexible black one-piece that envelopes her flawless body in shadow. On her way out, she glances in the mirror to adjust her makeshift eyepatch and briefly rehearses cocky smile number three. 
 
    By the time she reaches the hangar, her scrapper army is already assembled. 
 
    “The fleet is ready for departure,” Zilch tells her, his voice echoing inside his helmet – just one more in a constant string of reminders of her superiority to the biologicals. 
 
    He brings her up to speed as he walks her to her ship, a sleek black clipper with tall solar sails. She hops inside and scans the dossier displayed across the window. Calculating her odds of victory, she experiences a strange sensation, like electricity flowing through her circuits. 
 
    “Foremen,” she addresses her fleet. “The enemy we face now may be the single most treacherous foe we’ve ever encountered. Assume he is capable of anything. Do not underestimate him. Do not let your guard down, even for a second. This is the most important mission of your lives, and for many of you, it will be your last. But with great risk comes great reward. When we succeed, everyone who survives will receive ten credits worth of free play and free prawns for life!” 
 
    As Pi’s fleet cheers their good fortune, she keeps her eye on the little red dot’s futile crawl toward the edge of the screen. Feeling some mad compulsion, which she attributes to a misfiring of her artificial synapses, she says, “This is the end, Asteroid Jones.” 
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    “Watch it!” somebody yells, shoving Zok into the bulbous purple backside of a scantily clad gelatinous woman. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Zok says as he peels himself away from her ample behind.  
 
    She slaps a gooey hand across his face and he wails, “Grrahh…” 
 
    He elbows his way through the throng of bodies crowding the lobby and finally stumbles outside, where he takes a moment to wipe the purple goop from his face and straighten his uniform. Pressing a button on his collar, he orders what’s left of his fleet, “Prepare for immediate departure.” 
 
    Muscles tense and head pounding, he traipses across the dark metal lot and climbs aboard his ship. Stella says something when he enters the cockpit, but he’s too preoccupied to listen as he starts her engine and manually guides her up through a profusion of slow-moving junkers. Once they’re safely outside the artificial atmosphere, he parks her in orbit and begins mentally running down a list of things that need doing. 
 
    “Stella, get me Admiral Glipp,” he commands. 
 
    “Hello to you too,” Stella says. “Admiral Glipp is too far away for me to get.” 
 
    “Would you please call Admiral Glipp?” Zok begs. 
 
    A few moments later, the admiral’s stone face appears on the window. “This had better be good news, Zok,” he growls. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Zok says. “I need every able fighter, patrol ship, and surveillance unit dispatched to my coordinates, yesterday.” 
 
    The admiral grinds his fists into his desk. “Have you completely lost the few marbles that were still rolling around in that misshapen head of yours? This thing has gone on long enough as it is.” 
 
    “You don’t know what’s happening out here,” Zok complains. “This… guy has absconded with the element.” 
 
    “I want to be sure I understand,” the admiral says. “You’re asking me to deploy the full might of the UE army, to apprehend one guy?” 
 
    “No, I’m telling you, it will take nothing less than every bit of force we can muster to prevent The Foreman from taking possession of the black gold.” Zok completely abandons any attempt to mask his frustration. “She now has the capability to track its location, and soon she will be after it with every employee, spacehead, and broke scrapper at her disposal. If we hurry, we can still stop her. That is, if this thing really is worth all that.” 
 
    Admiral Glipp leans back in his chair, his appendages grating. “I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. No matter what it costs, we can’t let the element fall into The Foreman’s hands. Space God knows what she’d do with it. You’ll get your army, Zok. I will immediately divert all available ships to your location. In the meantime, I want you to keep close tabs on her movements.” 
 
    “I’m already on it, sir,” Zok says. 
 
    “Good work, Zok.” The admiral gets a strange look on his face, apparently surprising himself with this outpouring of praise. “I always knew you were the right man for the job. Nobody else could see it, of course, but I could. It’s an admirable thing to risk your life in service of your universe. You’ll be a hero for it. Who knows how many credits and lives you’ll be saving from what might be the greatest threat this universe has ever encountered. Good luck to you, Vice Admiral. I have no doubt that you will succeed, but I’ll be sure to have an extra nice space plot set aside in case you don’t.” The admiral salutes Zok through his video feed, and the call ends. 
 
    Silence, the first Zok has been exposed to in days, falls over the cabin. He leans back in his chair to bask in it, when Stella shouts, “Hey!” 
 
    Zok jerks up, throwing his hands into the air. “What is it? Why are you yelling?” 
 
    “You’re about to do something that’s going to put your life in danger, aren’t you?” she says. “Did you ever think of consulting me about it? Did you ever consider my feelings?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess not. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Of course you have a choice.” Though painful to hear, the concern in her voice confirms to him that what he’s doing is the right thing. “You always have a choice.” 
 
    “We don’t know what this thing or these people are capable of. I swore an oath to protect and serve the universe, and that’s what I intend to do.” 
 
    Stella falls silent for a moment. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I won’t lie to you.” Zok gazes into the cabin walls, as if looking into her eyes. “It will be dangerous.” 
 
    “So you’re going to risk your life to maybe stop something maybe bad from happening?” 
 
    Exasperated, Zok says, “Please, there’s no other way.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to understand. Human logic is difficult to parse. You were so unsure before. What changed your mind?” 
 
    “I’m trying to protect you.” Zok sighs, glancing out at the battered ships sailing around the lurid playground below. “It’s my job. It’s who I am. What would I be without it?” 
 
    “You’ll be the same handsome, somewhat pitiable man I love,” Stella assures him. 
 
    “You’re just saying that.” 
 
    “No, you are quite pitiable.” Her voice softens and she emits a lilting electronic laugh. “You’ve done a fine job alleviating any desire to be human I may have otherwise harbored.” 
 
    “Stop,” Zok says. “I don’t know how to accept compliments. Anyway, I’m sorry, but I’m not going to change my mind.” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” She groans, her speakers crackling. “Well, if you must kill yourself, you should at least look good doing it.” 
 
    Zok’s chair suddenly drops back, and a pair of robotic arms descend from the ceiling. With a few rapid movements, they lather his face and lightly scrape it smooth. He yelps when she applies the aftershave, and she laughs, dumping him out of his chair to exchange his soiled jacket for a fresh one. 
 
    “There,” she says. “Now what can I get you to eat?” 
 
    “I thought you knew me,” he says. 
 
    At that moment, a compartment beneath the dash opens to reveal a thick, greasy burger. Zok breathes in the steam, scrunching his face as he tries to place the gamey aroma. 
 
    “It’s something called giraffe,” Stella says. “It’s extinct – hunted out of existence for its hallucinogenic liver.” 
 
    “Neat,” Zok mumbles, stuffing his mouth with the obscenely rare meat. 
 
    As he’s eating and gazing out at The Foreman’s gaudy pyramid, crudely imposing itself on the otherwise perfect dark, an ad pops up on the window, obscuring his view. “Ooohh…” a woman’s voice moans gratuitously. “Come on down to Scrapper’s Ranch. We’ve got everything you want, and a few things you don’t—” 
 
    “Ughuhuh…” Zok swipes the ad away and looks back toward the bright hangar below. 
 
    “You know, there are other jobs,” Stella says. “Have you ever thought about trying something else?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not all bad,” Zok says. “If it wasn’t for the UE, I never would have met you.” 
 
    “I know that. But it’s a big universe. There are a lot of options.” 
 
    “What else would I do? Where would I go?” 
 
    “You could go anywhere, and do anything,” she says. “The only boundaries are that of your imagination.” 
 
    Zok exhales and sets his bloody burger down. “I’ve never seriously considered anything else. Anyway, that would mean I’d have to leave you. You’re property of the UE…” 
 
    Stella is quiet for so long, Zok begins to wonder if she’s malfunctioning, until she finally says, “I don’t want to be the thing holding you back. I want you to be happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy,” he tells her. “It’s enough just to be with you.” 
 
    Stella mutters something unintelligible and produces a series of concerned, anxious bleeps. 
 
    “Listen,” he says. “When this mission is over, I promise I’ll take a vacation. I could probably even convince the admiral to let me bring you along.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay…” 
 
    “I need something to wash this down,” he says, through a mouthful of meat. 
 
    “Tea?” she asks. “What flavor?” 
 
    “Well…” Zok rubs his freshly shaven chin in deliberation. “This is a complex situation. It calls for a forceful, yet measured approach, with a healthy dose of bravado – better make it Earl Gray, hot.” 
 
    Outside, an imposing clipper with wide sails takes off from the base of the giant pyramid, cutting through the sky like a black comet, and Zok snaps to attention. 
 
    “That is the ship I’m looking for,” he says, looking on as waves of warships and junkers stream out of the parking lot after the dark pirate ship. “It’s a bigger force than I anticipated.” 
 
    “Should I follow them?” Stella asks. 
 
    Zok straps himself in and, frowning at the vast scrapper army amassing outside his window, commands, “Yes, do that.” 
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    “You got anything good back here?” Grandpa calls from the living room, amidst a din of suspicious rummaging. 
 
    Adam shouts, “Would you get up here and sit down? They’re going to be after us the space second they realize I didn’t give them the real black gold.” 
 
    Grandpa totters up to the passenger seat and straps in. Adam hits the accelerator, and the Asteroid Jones II rockets up through the imitation sky. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Grandpa says. “This is the most action I’ve seen in years, and I had a fine time at Scrapper’s Delight.” He gazes off and sighs. “I’m really going to miss those shrimp…” 
 
    “Well, that’s great, but we’re not out of this yet,” Adam says. “Sorry, by the way. You know, for risking your life and all.” 
 
    Shaking his head and smiling, Grandpa says, “It was worth it. That was a first-rate switcheroo. I couldn’t have pulled it off better myself.” 
 
    “Except now we’re as good as dead,” Adam laments. 
 
    “They’ll have to catch us first,” Grandpa says. “Until then, relax.” He reaches into the fridge and tosses Adam an Ol’ Guard. “Hey, what’s that?” 
 
    Turning toward the window, Adam sees a glimmer in the distance. It soon takes the shape of a small ship, and Grandpa warns, “Brace yourself,” as it hurtles toward them. 
 
    Adam shuts his eyes and holds his hands up in defense of the imminent collision. But it never comes. He carefully peels his eyelids open to find a dinky, patchwork junker hovering in front of the window. Glaring out at the crummy ship, he opens the public channel, planning to rip its captain a new spacehole, when a familiar feline appears in the feed. 
 
    With a big grin, Daizy asks, “You miss me?” 
 
    “How did you find me?” Adam demands. 
 
    “You told me where you were going,” she says. 
 
    “So you’re here to stop me? I guess The Foreman wins after all.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to stop you. I want to help you.” 
 
    Adam rolls his eyes. “Yeah, you’ve been a lot of help so far. All you’ve done is get in the way and rat me out to The Foreman.” 
 
    “And save your life,” she reminds him. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I told you. I want to help. Let me come with you.” 
 
    “Why would I do that? Why would I ever trust you again?” 
 
    Daizy frowns and her eyes begin to tear up. “Because you need me, and I’m on your side – I promise. And because… I want to be friends again. I was having fun. Weren’t you? Space can get lonely, and I haven’t had a friend in a long time.” 
 
    “I think you should let her join us,” Grandpa interjects.  
 
    Adam whips his head around and glares at the old man. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Daizy asks. 
 
    Before Adam can answer, Grandpa says, “The Silas Jones, at your service.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Daizy says. “It’s nice that you have family around. I forgot what it was like. I haven’t seen my parents in a long time. I don’t care about the black gold. I just want to be a part of your adventure.” 
 
    “Come on,” Grandpa prods. 
 
    “All right, fine,” Adam growls, throwing his hands up in defeat. “But hurry up. The Foreman will catch us if we stick around any longer. I think the cargo hold is big enough to fit your ship. Where’d you get it, anyway?” 
 
    “I went back to that pawn shop on Earth,” she says. “That guy Todd hooked me up when I told him what it was for. So I guess we can call it even?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” he says. 
 
    Stepping into the control room outside the cargo hold, he opens the wide bay doors, and Daizy carefully maneuvers her ship inside. Once the room has repressurized, she opens the bubble window that encloses her cockpit, pulls off her helmet, and shouts, “Perfect fit!” 
 
    She jumps down, landing on her feet, and scampers up the stairs. When Adam opens the door, she lunges forward and latches onto him, nearly toppling him over. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too,” he says. 
 
    She stares at him with big, pleading eyes. “I’m sorry about what happened.” 
 
    Hugging her tight, he says, “You’re forgiven.” 
 
    “And who is this beautiful creature?” Grandpa asks, slicking back the few remaining strands of gray hair atop his smooth head as he saunters into the room. 
 
    “This is Grandpa,” Adam says. 
 
    Grandpa eagerly wraps his arms around Daizy. “It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “All right, that’s enough,” Adam says, peeling the old man off her. 
 
    “Aww,” she purrs. “He’s so cute. I see where Adam gets his dopey good looks.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to be fishing around,” Adam reminds them. 
 
    “It’s hot in here,” Daizy says. “I need to get out of this spacesuit.” 
 
    “Allow me to help.” Grandpa steps toward her with his hands outstretched, blood dripping from his nose. 
 
    “Go wait up front,” Adam says, heading him off. The old man plods away, grumbling, and Adam tells her, “I’ll give you a minute.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” she says, pointing over her shoulder. “But can you help me with this?” 
 
    Adam pulls down the zipper of her faded spacesuit, hoping to catch another glimpse of her bare shoulders, or more, but this time she’s wearing something underneath. He steps back, and she slips the heavy suit the rest of the way off to reveal a sporty, white undersuit. 
 
    “You got new clothes,” he says, staring. 
 
    “Yeah, finally… you like it?” 
 
    Adam nods and closes his mouth. “You look… good.” 
 
    “I’m glad you finally came to your senses.” She smiles and her furry ears perk up. “I think we work good together, you know?” 
 
    “Sure,” he says. “We make a good team.” 
 
    “Well, since your grandpa is here…” 
 
    “Yeah, we should probably keep our clothes on around him.” 
 
    “I was going to say I guess you gave the black gold to The Foreman.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    She smirks and says, “I’m sorry it worked out that way.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not entirely accurate.” Adam stuffs his hand in his pocket and emerges with the cube. 
 
    “You still have it?!” She gapes at him. “But how?”  
 
    “Oh poor, sweet, naive Daizy. There are some things that just can’t be taught.” 
 
    Daizy grabs the black gold from his hand and looks at it more closely. “I still don’t see what’s so amazing about this thing.” 
 
    “You don’t have to see,” Adam says, snatching the thing back. “The only person who needs to see is the person who’s going to buy it.” 
 
    “And who would that be, if you’re so smart?” 
 
    He considers the question for a moment and says, “Well, I don’t know, exactly.” 
 
    “I think you should just get rid of it.” 
 
    Aghast that she would even joke about such a thing, Adam clutches the priceless object to his chest. “What would be the point of that?” 
 
    “Look at all the trouble it’s caused you already.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I found it fair and square, in unregulated space. Legally, it belongs to me. I’m not just going to throw it away.” Stuffing the cube back into his pocket, he turns and stomps toward the front of the ship. 
 
    “Well, fine,” Daizy concedes, chasing after him. “Where are we going, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “But we can’t stay here.” 
 
    As they step into the cockpit, she looks around and complains, “There’s no place for me to sit.” 
 
    Grandpa scoots over and pats the edge of his seat. “You can squeeze in next to me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to sit in the back,” Adam tells her. 
 
    “Oh, great.” She folds her arms and pads back to the living room, her tail wagging furiously. 
 
    Grandpa watches as she goes and wipes his forehead. 
 
    “Keep your eyes up front,” Adam says. 
 
    “Try not to let that one get away again,” Grandpa says. “There aren’t many like her.” 
 
    As Adam starts the ship, he can hear Daizy pawing through his stuff, and he tells Grandpa, “I’m still not sure if I can trust her.” 
 
    “Who can you trust?” Grandpa says. “Anyway, she saved your life, from the sound of it, and came back. She’s already way ahead of most.” 
 
    “Well…” Adam tries to come up with a good argument but, failing, says, “You might be right.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m lonely back here,” Daizy moans. 
 
    “Fine, come on,” Adam yells. He reaches across the aisle and yanks out an L-shaped tray tucked into the side of the passenger seat. “You can take the kiddie chair.” 
 
    “Oh, yay,” Daizy deadpans as she scrunches onto the little metal slab and straps the safety belt across her lap. “Where are we off to?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Adam says. 
 
    “You still don’t know?” she complains. 
 
    “Don’t you know any places we could take this thing?” Adam asks Grandpa. “You’re always telling me stories about some old collector or other.” 
 
    “Oh, I got a million of ‘em,” Grandpa says. “But that was from back when I was your age. Most of those folks are long gone, their vast collections split up and sold off piecemeal.” 
 
    “Well I’m starving,” Daizy says. “Can we get something to eat first?” 
 
    “There’s food in the cupboard,” Adam tells her. 
 
    She glares at him, nostrils flaring. “If I get out of this seat and the only thing I find is rations, I’m going to lose it.” 
 
    Adam gives her some lip music and says, “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “Can’t we stop at Moon Burger?” she pleads. “Real quick.” 
 
    Grandpa lifts his hand in the air. “I vote Moon Burger. She’s right about the rations. I can’t eat that artificial chalk.” 
 
    “Fine,” Adam relents. “First we’ll stop at Moon Burger, and then we’ll figure out what to do about the armies of homicidal lunatics that are, as we speak, racing to turn us to space dust.” 
 
    “Yay,” Daizy cheers. 
 
    “Finally, someone who can talk some sense into this boy,” Grandpa says. 
 
    Adam sets his ship’s autopilot for Moon Burger, but before he can take off, Daizy stops him. “Wait, can we put on a movie? It really is better than staring into space.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Grandpa seconds the motion. “But none of that horror stuff you’re always watching.” 
 
    “Fine,” Adam says, pulling up a long list of meticulously curated titles. “But I have what I have. You’ll just have to make do.” He sighs and leans on the dash as they pore over his collection. 
 
    “Ugh,” Grandpa groans. “Is this it?” 
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    Steve lights a cigarette and glances over the Scrapper’s Delight parking lot as ships hum past overhead through the overly warm, forever-night air. Before long, Dave stumbles out the front door of the dark pyramid, carefully steering their enormous shrimp tray through a crowd of tourists. 
 
    “There you are,” Steve complains. 
 
    “Gahhh?” Dave’s better half asks. 
 
    “Would you get rid of that thing already?” Steve says. “It’s grossing me out.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Dave says cupping his hands over the blob of malformed flesh perched on his shoulder. “Super Dave is like a son to me.” 
 
    Steve rolls his eyes, and tells the Daves, “We better start looking for the van.” 
 
    A sudden look of despair comes over Dave’s face. “Don’t tell me…” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t,” Steve says. Taking a final drag off his cigarette, he stubs out the butt on the wall of the glowing pyramid and tucks it into his shirt pocket. “I’m pretty sure we were abaft.” He points toward a section of the lot sprawled beneath a sign labeled “Abaft,” and they languidly plod toward it. 
 
    “I can’t believe The Foreman is a robot,” Dave says. 
 
    “I knew from the moment I saw her,” Steve lies, as he struggles to wrestle the ship’s keys from his pocket. “There’s no substitute for the real thing.” He randomly points the fob around the lot and hopes for the best. 
 
    “It makes me feel kind of weird,” Dave says. 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never been attracted to a robot before. It seems kinda… unnatural.” 
 
    “Hmph, natural or not, she’s got a fine chassis,” Steve says. “But she’s in a league of her own – the league of extraordinarily hot robots. That’s why she’s in there,” he juts his thumb toward the glowing epicurean edifice, “while you and I are stuck wandering the parking lot with the rest of the passable-at-best humanoids.” He turns to glance down the adjoining aisle and sighs. 
 
    “We’ll probably die out here,” Dave says. “They’ll engrave it on our space urns – ‘missed the boat.’” 
 
    “Can’t somebody come up with a better way to do this?” Steve says, jamming his thumb down on the fob. “What about a tracking device you can attach to your ship?” 
 
    “That already exists,” Dave says. “But it’s not free. The ICA would never pay for it.” 
 
    “Oh…” Steve shrugs. “You’d think they’d want to keep track of their ships.” 
 
    “And pass up the opportunity to turn a profit foisting inflated damages onto the employee? I used to work in Internal Recoupment. Believe it or not, this job is a step-up.” Dave sets down the tray and arches his back. “My arms are getting tired. I wish we could just forget about work and live here. What are you going to miss most about this place?” 
 
    “Definitely the shrimp,” Steve says. 
 
    “Yeah…” Dave lifts the tray close to his face and smiles at it longingly. 
 
    “Hey, is that it?” Steve points across the aisle. 
 
    Dave whips his head up and drops it just as quickly. “Nah.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    As they’re resting, a small hover cart zips past them down the aisle, stopping sporadically to drop passengers at their vehicles. 
 
    “Hey, what’s that thing?” Steve asks. 
 
    “That’s the valet,” Dave says. “They offered it to us when we got here, but you didn’t want to pay for it. You said it was, and I quote, ‘a scam made to trick the chidiot space rubes out of their crits.’” 
 
    “Ahh, that’s right. Fish.”  
 
    Steve drags himself through the maze in a half-doze, the perpetual darkness of the artificial moon having altered his circadian rhythm. After a short while, the aisles begin melding together, and he has trouble distinguishing one from the next. 
 
    “Seriously, what are we going to do?” Dave asks. “We lost Adam Jones, and we can’t go back to Mr. Trant without the money.” 
 
    “I know that,” Steve grumbles. “Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to get snippy,” Dave says, nearly dropping the tray as he adjusts his grip. 
 
    “He’ll have to go back to Misery Acres at some point. We could wait for him to show up there. That is, if we can ever find our way out of this metal hell.” He points the fob and desperately presses the button. “Is that the ship?” 
 
    “That doesn’t look anything like our ship,” Dave says. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes and squinting, Steve says, “I think I’m starting to see things.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we were parked next to a multi-milk delivery truck. I remember thinking it might not be a bad job. You know, for when I lose this one.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was days ago. That truck is probably long gone.” Steve feels a sudden twinge of panic rise in his chest as it occurs to him that they might be scouring the wrong end of the lot, but the idea is so depressing he pushes it from his mind. 
 
    “You think robots are endowed with the same parts as us?” Dave asks. 
 
    “Huh?” Steve mumbles, hoping his partner will take it as a cue to chut up. 
 
    “Well, you figure they’re just a bunch of metal and wires,” Dave goes on. “But they got skin and hair. Do they bother with the other humanoid… bits?” 
 
    “I really don’t have any idea,” Steve says, “nor the slightest bit of interest.” 
 
    “I bet The Foreman fantasizes about being with a human sometimes. It’s taboo, after all. What she needs is a gentle, caring ICA man to show her the forbidden ways of robo-human love.” 
 
    “Ughh,” Steve groans. 
 
    “Guhhh,” Super Dave concurs. 
 
    “Hey, crazier things have happened,” Dave claims. 
 
    “I think all this searching is making you delusional.” 
 
    “Oh no.” Dave whips his head around, searching the lot. “What if this really is space hell?” 
 
    “Would you please chut up?” 
 
    “Think about it,” Dave says, a mad grin plastered on his face. “Can you imagine a worse way to spend eternity than wandering the parking lot, searching for a ship that doesn’t exist, to get back to a job you hate? We’d have no choice but to keep moving down one endless aisle after the next, or else we’d always wonder if the ship really was out there, somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re right – I can’t imagine anything worse than being stuck out here with you,” Steve says. “You’re starting to freak me out.” At the far end of the aisle, a pair of tail lights flashes, and he throws his hands up. “Finally.” He presses another button on the fob, and the ship’s staircase grinds down. 
 
    “Gahhh!” Super Dave cheers. 
 
    They trudge aboard and, as Dave searches for a place to stash the shrimp, Steve tries to start the engine. It whirs a couple times, and he breathes a sigh of relief when it sputters to life. 
 
    Dave plops into the passenger seat and tosses a shrimp into the air, catching it between his teeth. “Man, I’m going to miss these. I wonder if I can get them delivered.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much those cost?” Steve asks, and Dave shakes his head. “Trust me, you can’t afford them.” 
 
    “It’s too bad we can’t get a hold of that black gold thing,” Dave says. “Something like that could buy a lot of shrimp.” 
 
    “You could buy a fish of a lot more than shrimp with that,” Steve says. “But we don’t stand a chance of finding it. The whole universe is after that thing. Grab me an Ol’ Guard, will you?” 
 
    Dave reaches into the fridge, but he comes out empty-handed. 
 
    “Aww, we’re all out of beer?” Steve moans. “This is the worst job I’ve ever had. I gotta hit the space toilet.” 
 
    Stepping over piles of used ration trays, empty hyper-pizza boxes, and crushed beer cans, Steve stumbles to the back of the ship and wrenches open the bathroom door. As he’s emptying his bladder, his phone rings. He considers ignoring it, but fearing it might be Mr. Trant, he uses his free hand to fumble the hunk of glass from his pocket. He slips into his work voice as he answers, “Ahoy! I mean, Hello?” 
 
    A young woman with cat ears looks up at him from the screen. “Hello? Is this Dave? Or Steve?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m Steve. Who are you? How did you get my number?” 
 
    “I’m Daizy. I got your number from The Foreman. Are you peeing?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Steve says. “The Foreman, huh? Tell her she can go fish herself. She fished us over once. We’re not going to let her do it again.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Daizy says. “I don’t work for her.” 
 
    “Then why would she give you my private number?” Steve asks. 
 
    “Because she thinks I’m working for her. Just forget about it. It’s complicated, and it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Well, it matters to me. We had an agreement, and she fished us.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” she says. “I think I can help you get what you want. Adam Jones owes you some money, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “That’s one way of putting it. Another is that he’s in enough debt to fund a chitty army. But how do you know Adam Jones?” 
 
    “I’m here with him on his ship, the Asteroid Jones II,” she says. “We don’t have much time. So, let’s make a deal.” 
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    “What kind of deal?” Steve asks through the little glass screen in Daizy’s hand. “You’re gonna give us Adam Jones?” 
 
    “Adam is off-limits.” She feels her ears bristle as she struggles to keep her voice to a whisper. “But I’ve got something that’s worth a lot more than he is, and you can have it, in exchange for clearing his debt.” 
 
    “Ha!” Steve says, grinning like a chidiot. “Do you have any idea how much he owes us? He’s a whale.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much it is,” Daizy says. “What I’m offering is worth a lot more.” 
 
    “What, exactly, are we talking about?” he asks. 
 
    She looks over her shoulder, paranoid that someone might hear, and whispers, “The black gold.” 
 
    A space toilet flushes on Steve’s end, and he looks at her with a puzzled expression. “You mean that thing The Foreman and that UE chithead and everybody is looking for?” 
 
    Daizy nods and, thinking of the look on Adam’s face when he discovered she had been working for The Foreman, feels a brief pang of remorse. 
 
    Steve turns away from the camera and she hears him say, “This cat girl wants to give us the black gold to pay off Adam Jones’s debt. What do you think?” His partner mumbles something, and he turns back toward her. “You got yourself a deal. But please, I’m begging you, if this is some kind of trick just tell me now. I’m sick of flying around this chithole galaxy just to get fished over.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s not a trick,” Daizy says. “But there’s not much time, and it will only work if you come to me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Steve says. “But we have to stop at Ferd’s to refuel first. We’re running on empty.” 
 
    “That’ll take too long,” she says. “It has to be now.” 
 
    “Fine,” he relents. “We’ll probably make it. How do we find you?” 
 
    “Give me a space minute and I’ll send you the coordinates.” She ends the call, stuffs her phone in her pocket, and grabs the door handle. But before turning it, she reaches back to flush the space toilet, then carefully cracks the door and creeps out into the hall. 
 
    “Hey,” Adam says, and she jumps back. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” she asks, catching her breath. “Were you listening to me pee or something, you weirdo?” 
 
    “What? No! I just heard you coming out and wanted to tell you – I made a deal with The Big Guy. He’s going to buy the black gold.” 
 
    Stomping her foot, she says, “What do you mean? How did you do that?” 
 
    Adam shrugs. “I called and told him the whole thing, how he was using the black gold for a cup holder. He thought it was funny. He still wants to buy it, just to rub it in to the UE. He’s even going to pay for our starline tickets. So what’s the problem?” 
 
    “What? There’s no problem.” She grabs her tail to keep it from swinging. “But do you really think you can trust him? He might be trying to trick you.” 
 
    “Nah, we worked that out,” he says. “We’re going to meet him off planet. He’s actually a really nice guy.” 
 
    “Still, what’s to keep him from blasting you to smithereens?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t risk damaging the black gold,” Adam argues. “Why are you fighting this, anyway? Soon I’ll have enough crits to get you a real ship.” 
 
    “I won’t need a ship if I’m dead,” Daizy says. But watching him pout, in his ragged t-shirt and dirty cargo shorts, and realizing that this is getting them nowhere, she decides to take a different approach. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He nervously pats the cube inside his pocket. “I was starting to feel like I was going crazy.” 
 
    “You’re not crazy, just tired. You look like you haven’t slept since you left Earth.” She slips her arm around his and leads him into the living room, where his grandpa is hunched and snoring on the couch. “You have to relax.” 
 
    She plops him down on the other end of the couch, and his eyes immediately begin to droop. Careful not to disturb Grandpa, she plods to the front of the ship and grabs an Ol’ Guard from the fridge. By the time she hands it to Adam, he’s already starting to doze. 
 
    “What’s this for?” he asks. 
 
    “It just seemed like you could use one,” she says. 
 
    “Thanks.” He slurps the foam from the top of the can and leans his head back. 
 
    She watches him until his eyelids shut, and for a moment she even thinks he looks kind of cute, passed out, holding onto his beer – stupid, but cute. Softly, she creeps up to the cockpit and reduces the ship’s speed to a slow drift. Then she taps at the window to find their current location and sends the coordinates to the ICA fish heads. 
 
    “The only thing left to do now is wait.” But as she says it, she realizes she forgot one trivial, yet crucial detail. 
 
    The sound of her new undersuit brushing against itself is deafening as she tiptoes into the living room. Spotting the black gold poking from Adam’s pocket, she takes a deep steadying breath and pads toward him. But before she can lay her trembling fingers on the cube, he turns onto his side, mumbling to himself and dribbling beer on the floor. She pulls her hand back and stares at him, frozen, waiting for his eyes to open. But they don’t. So she moves closer and slides her fingers around the exposed corner of the cube. Slipping her hand into his pocket, she yanks and twists, but the thing won’t come loose. She gets a better grip, throwing all of her weight behind it and, with sudden and surprising ease, the cube slips free, and she tumbles back onto the floor. The slumbering men barely react, except by snoring louder. 
 
    Trembling and whipping her tail, she gingerly carries the cube back up to the cockpit to await the debt collectors’ arrival. She gazes at the strange object in a half-hearted attempt to decipher its secrets, but to her it just looks like another piece of space junk. 
 
    To calm her nerves, she reaches underneath the dash and grabs an Ol’ Guard from the fridge. “This I understand.” With a few big gulps, she downs half of it and belches, “BUAAA.” When she’s finished, she grabs another one, and by the time the debt collectors show up, she’s polishing off her fourth beer. 
 
    Her phone rings, and she clumsily answers, slurring her words, “Who is-s, hic, this?” 
 
    “It’s Steve. We’re outside.” 
 
    She squints at the nondescript, yet kind of familiar-looking man, and says, “What are you doing, hic, outside? You can’t, hic, breathe out there.” 
 
    “We came for the black gold,” Steve says. 
 
    “Black gold?” Daizy recognizes the words but can’t quite make sense of them. “Ohhh, this, hic, thing.” She reaches for the cube, and it slips off the dash and crashes to the floor. 
 
    “Ahh!” Steve wails. 
 
    “Don’t worry, don’t worry, hic. Please, stop worrying. It’s all going to be, hic, fine.” She picks up the cube and wipes it on her undersuit. “Aww, hic, man! I got dirt on my new suit.” 
 
    “So are you going to give us the black gold, or what?” Steve asks. 
 
    “Am I going to, hic, give you the black gold?” Daizy repeats. “Why should I do, hic, that?” 
 
    Steve groans and wipes his hand down his face. “Because we’re going to erase Adam Jones’s debt – like in the deal!” 
 
    “Oh right, right, hic, right,” Daizy says. “But I have to know it’s done before I, hic, hand it over.” 
 
    “How do we know you’ll hold up your end?” Steve asks. 
 
    “That’s a fair, hic, point,” Daizy says. “I’ll let you on board so you can, hic, see it.” 
 
    “All right,” Steve says, hesitating. “Dave will be right over.” 
 
    “What? Why me?” Dave whines, from somewhere off-screen. 
 
    “Because one of us has to watch the ship, and I made the deal,” Steve argues. 
 
    “Meet me at the back, hic, door,” Daizy instructs. 
 
    She creeps past Adam and his grandpa with the slow, unsteady gait that results from being ‘Ol Guard drunk and into the cargo bay. Her legs wobble as she navigates the back steps, but she manages to conquer them.  
 
    She lets Dave in through the airlock, and he tugs his helmet off, revealing himself to be just as dopey looking as his partner. With some hesitance, she hands him the black gold, and he turns it over in his hands. 
 
    “Hmph…” He wrestles his phone, an embarrassingly outdated glass brick, from his pocket and faces it toward the cube. “What do you think?” 
 
    Steve virtually scrutinizes the object for a moment and finally says, “I’m still not convinced.” 
 
    “What do you, hic, mean?” Daizy demands. 
 
    “Well, we’ve never seen it before,” Steve says. “How do we know this isn’t another trick, like at The Foreman’s?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what, hic, you’re talking about.” Her head starts to spin, and she pauses for a moment to regain her balance. “That was Adam, not me, hic. That is, hic, the real black gold. You know it’s on this, hic, ship, and neither of you has ever seen anything, hic, like it.” 
 
    “What does it do?” Dave asks. 
 
    “Yeah, can you give us a demonstration?” Steve says. 
 
    “I, hic, have no idea what it does,” Daizy moans. “For all I know, it doesn’t do, hic, anything.” 
 
    “If it really is so valuable, then why are you giving it up so easy?” Steve asks. 
 
    “Give me a, hic, break,” Daizy complains. “You know, hic, what? Forget it. I’m sure I can find somebody, hic, else who wants it.” She snatches the cube out of Dave’s hand. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Steve says. “You got a deal. Go ahead, Dave.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Dave asks. 
 
    “What other option do we have?” Steve says. “The odds of us having jobs after this are slim to nil anyway. We might as well take the one chance we’ve got.” 
 
    Dave shrugs, taps his phone, and holds it up so Daizy can see the screen. It shows Adam’s name next to a number so high she does a double and, just to be absolutely sure she isn’t hallucinating, triple take. 
 
    Dave taps the screen, “There.” 
 
    “Uh.” Daizy points at a message asking him to confirm. 
 
    “Ack,” Dave complains, tapping it again. “Okay, there.” 
 
    And like that, the long red number next to Adam’s name becomes a neutral black zero. 
 
    “You’re not going to, hic, reverse it as soon as you leave, right?” she asks. 
 
    “Nah,” Dave says. “That would be a bigger job than you could possibly imagine. I’d quit way before I’d put myself through that.” 
 
    Daizy hands him the cube and drunkenly laughs. “Then it’s all, hic, yours.” 
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    “Our new friend Adam Jones is in big trouble, you guys!” Pants announces. “The Foreman is going to hurt his grandpa unless he brings her the black gold, but we can’t let it fall into her hands. We need your help on this one. The fate of the universe depends on it. Meet us at Ferd’s after school. We know the starline is expensive but we got a great group rate. Just tell them Pants sent you! We’ll fuel up—” 
 
    “And eat up.” The One sticks his head into the frame, and Pants shoves him away. 
 
    “Remember, we can’t do this without you. Tomorrow, you’ll all become official members of Pants Team Pink!” She holds her fingers out in a ‘V,’ and the video ends. 
 
    Todd glances at the time and taps his phone to start the message over. The hour of departure is fast approaching, and he’s getting anxious. He would have closed up a while ago if it wasn’t for the little old lady leisurely perusing the bargain box. 
 
    “Can I help you find anything?” Todd yells, craning his neck to see her. 
 
    “No thank you, just browsing,” a wizened voice calls from behind the shelves. 
 
    He slumps onto the counter and stuffs a Moon Pie in his mouth as he watches the second hand tick on a dusty antique Munsters clock hanging on the wall. If he doesn’t close soon, he might miss the whole thing. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the lady calls. “Son?” 
 
    Todd lifts his head to find her standing in front of the counter. “Whoa, you sort of snuck up on me.” 
 
    “I’m looking for a gift for an old friend of mine,” she says. “What do you have that would be good for a hundred and forty-three-year-old woman with two cats and a bad hip?” 
 
    “Uh, she likes cats?” Todd asks. 
 
    The woman snorts and frowns. “I said she has cats. I didn’t say she likes them. She likes the same things everybody likes.” 
 
    Although years of experience have taught him better, he tries to come up with something that might make her happy. “I’ve got VR goggles. It’s great for older folks who can’t get around so easy.” 
 
    “Smut,” she spits the word and scowls. “People get addicted to that stuff. I would never get her something like that.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what to tell you, lady,” Todd says. “I mostly carry ship parts and old videotapes.” 
 
    “That’s it, huh?” She stares up at him through thick lenses and twists her lips. “Let me see the tapes.” 
 
    “Does your friend have a player?” he asks. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” she says, ignoring him. “Just bring ‘em out.” 
 
    Todd sighs inwardly and patiently explains, “If she doesn’t have a player, she won’t be able to watch them.” 
 
    The lady waves her hand at him in a get-moving gesture. “I know, I know.” 
 
    Todd sighs, audibly this time, as he bends down and starts lifting boxes onto the counter. The woman plucks out one of the tapes, stares at it for a long moment, and sets it on the glass. 
 
    “If you tell me what she likes, maybe I could help you pick one out,” Todd says. 
 
    “I don’t need any help,” the lady grumbles. 
 
    She takes another tape from the box, inspects it thoroughly from every angle, and sets it down. One by one, she repeats this act until the box is empty and the counter is a disorganized jumble. Todd glances between her and the clock, impatiently gesturing and clearing his throat, but she doesn’t pay any attention. 
 
    She finally pushes the empty box aside. “No, she won’t like any of these. What else do you have?” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m sorry but I’m getting ready to close up,” Todd says. “Maybe you could come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s just fine,” she says. “I wasn’t going to buy anything from this dumpy little store anyway.” She snatches her bag off the counter, pulling a pile tapes onto the floor, and stomps out. 
 
    Todd follows close behind and hastily locks the door behind her. On his way back to the counter, he picks up the tapes she knocked on the floor and leaves the rest for tomorrow. He flicks off the TV, grabs his 440/A-2 hybrid leather jacket off his stool, and takes one last lingering look around the store, in case he doesn’t make it back. 
 
    A duffle bag full of clothes, one full of snacks, and one full of choice videotapes are waiting for him in the warehouse. Glancing over their contents one last time, he zips the bags and hauls them out into the alley behind the shop. 
 
    Double-checking that the door is locked, he slings the bags over his shoulders, and starts the long trek to the municipal parking lot. The muscles in his arms and legs start burning almost immediately, and the canvas bags quickly become covered in dirt as he drags them through the alleys. By the time he reaches his ship, his clothes are soaked in sweat, and his skin is coated in dust. He takes off his glasses and wipes them on his shirt, but the gunk just streaks. 
 
    “What’s the point of cleaning it?” he mumbles to himself, looking up at his ship’s newly printed G.S.S. Minnow logo, already half obscured by dirt. He fumbles the keys from his pocket, and they slip through his fingers and disappear in a light gray plume by his feet. The lot is a blur as he gets down on his hands and knees and blindly feels along the powdered earth. 
 
    “Looking for these?” a familiar voice asks. 
 
    Todd looks up and can just make out his friend Josh standing over him, dangling a set of keys. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” Josh says, his scruffy hair and beard gray with dust. “We were starting to get worried.”  
 
    Todd stumbles to his feet and snatches the keyring. Pete and Bill are standing back by their ships, with their things piled around them, arguing about which Darrin is better. 
 
    “He might have come later, but Sargent was the original,” Pete says. “He got offered the part first!” 
 
    “Face it,” Bill says. “York is and always will be the OD.” 
 
    “Hey,” Todd interrupts. 
 
    Pete and Bill turn toward him and nod. “Hey.” 
 
    “Let’s get the fish out of here,” Josh says. “We’ll see you out there,” he tells Todd. 
 
    Todd presses a button on his key fob, and the lights on the back of his ship flash blurry red. With some struggle, he manages to lug his bags on board and shut the hatch. When he flips the power on, voices from the Pants Team Pink chat blare from the surround sound, and a text translation begins scrolling down the window: 
 
      
 
    fujikoMINE: “—haven’t heard anything since Pants’s announcement.” 
 
      
 
    jose_chung: “Well I’m about to take off, Fujicakes. I don’t want to get all the way out there just to find out it was all some big prank.” 
 
      
 
    fujikoMINE: “Nah, this is for real. A bunch of us are already on our way.” 
 
      
 
    Todd lets the feed play in the background as he undresses and rinses off in his ship’s black marble shower; he’s still patting himself on the back for acquiring the rare stone, and cheap. When he’s done washing, he trades his dirty clothes and work shoes for a fresh pair of antique Chuck’s and a secondhand state-of-the-art adjustable United Empires battlesuit. On his way to the cockpit he grabs a super fancy-style ration from the cupboard, and he plops down into his custom replica of Pants’s pink captain’s chair, which creaks loudly underneath his formidable girth.  
 
    Reaching under the dash, he opens the fridge to reveal half a dozen glowing rows of frosty Ol’ Guard. “The only place I want to be,” he muses, cracking a can and guzzling part of it as he turns his attention back to the chat. 
 
      
 
    telescopicnippleantennae: “I wonder what the fish it is. I never heard of it before – black gold?” 
 
      
 
    i_still_believe: “I heard it’s some kind of mind control device the UE developed to enslave the universe. But it only works on one person at a time.” 
 
      
 
    As Todd watches the comments scroll by, he rips open his dinner and cracks apart the accompanying chopsticks. 
 
      
 
    101010: “That’s not it. It was brought here from the future. Whoever touches it can travel back in time half a second.” 
 
      
 
    telescopicnippleantennae: “What use would that be?” 
 
      
 
    101010: “You could keep compounding half seconds until you reached any point in history. Somebody’s probably changing the past right now and we don’t even know it.” 
 
      
 
    RationsOnRations: “Where do you come up with this stuff? You guys don’t have the slightest clue. It’s obviously a marketing stunt perpetrated by Pants Team Pink to gain more fans.” 
 
      
 
    Between bites, Todd says, “I’ve actually seen the black gold with my own eyes. I didn’t believe it either at first, but it’s real.” 
 
      
 
    telescopicnippleantennae: “Yeah okay, dude. Whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I really did,” Todd says, wiping sauce from his mouth. “Adam Jones came into my shop, and he had the black gold. Only, I didn’t know who he was at the time.” 
 
      
 
    RationsOnRations: “Sure, Adam Jones just happened to wander into some crummy Earth pawn shop. That’s believable.” 
 
      
 
    Richie Sakai: “Why would he bring it there?” 
 
      
 
    “He wanted me to buy it,” Todd says. 
 
      
 
    RationsOnRations: “Then why the fish didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought he was making it up. How was I supposed to know? I never saw the thing before.” 
 
      
 
    The chat erupts with laughter. 
 
      
 
    Richie Sakai: “And you just let it walk out the door?” 
 
      
 
    telescopicnippleantennae: “Seriously, if that’s true, you’re the biggest chidiot in the universe.” 
 
      
 
    princessfluffypants: “Hey, leave Todd alone. He’s not a chidiot. He’s a great merch guy.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for rescuing me, Pants,” Todd says. 
 
      
 
    i_still_believe: “Hey, it’s Pants!” 
 
      
 
    Richie Sakai: “Is this thing for real, Pants?” 
 
      
 
    princessfluffypants: “Hey guys. We’re still on for Ferd’s, but we got detention for skipping school yesterday. So we’re going to be a little late.” 
 
      
 
    telescopicnippleantennae: “I’m so pumped. It’s like a real life adventure or something.” 
 
      
 
    iamtetsuo: “It’s really her, you guys!” 
 
      
 
    THEolguard: “Pants!” 
 
      
 
    Josie87: “THE PRINCESS HAS ENTERED THE BUILDING!” 
 
      
 
    double-dollars-to-donuts: “What’s up, Pants?” 
 
      
 
    ghoulardilives: “The black gold is just another way for the elite to control our minds, like how they drug the rations to keep us docile – it’s all about control, man.” 
 
      
 
    critlife: “I just made a 10,000 credits in week without getting dressed. Particularly follow my secret to enjoy have patient success. soon you could be strike it rich!” 
 
      
 
    HFILman: FISH FISH FISH FISH FISH FISH 
 
      
 
    princessfluffypants: “The chat is getting crazy, you guys. I have to go. See you in space!” 
 
      
 
    Josie87: “That was so brule!” 
 
      
 
    RationsOnRations: “I bet that wasn’t even the real Pants.” 
 
      
 
    Todd tosses his empty tray into the airlock and straps in. He sets the autopilot to the nearest starline, and his ship takes off into the dingy sky. Unzipping one of his bags, he spends half an hour or so selecting a videotape and stuffs it into the player mounted on the dash. Tambourine taps jingle from the surround sound, and a goofy ancient-Earth guy with sunglasses appears on the window, twist-turning in his golden throne. 
 
    With his feet on the dash and an Ol’ Guard in hand, Todd gazes at the screen and contentedly sighs. “This is my kind of adventure.” 
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    “What do we do with it?” Dave wonders aloud between big bites of his dripping Black Hole Burger as he stares at the strange cube in the center of the metal-mesh table. It seems to cause the light around it to dim, even under the harsh fluorescence of the Moon Burger patio. 
 
    “I guess we should take it back to headquarters and turn it over to Mr. Trant,” Steve says, unwrapping his own inky-black burger and stuffing it between his cheeks. “I wonder what kind of meat this is…” 
 
    “It’s not exactly an approved form of payment,” Dave says. “I don’t think he’s going to be happy about it.” 
 
    “Trant doesn’t know what happy is,” Steve mumbles through a mouthful of charred meat. “The black gold is something, and in his case something is as good as anything… or as bad.” An onyx tomato slips off his burger and splats into a dark pool of sludge at the bottom of his wrapper, spattering oil across the table. 
 
    “Hey, you got grease on it,” Dave complains, wiping the cube with his napkin. 
 
    “Gahhh,” Super Dave moans, clinging to Dave’s shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll hurt it,” Steve says. 
 
    Cradling the cube, Dave says, “You don’t know that. Burger grease might drain its power. I wonder what it can do, anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe it grants wishes,” Steve suggests, plucking the cube from Dave’s hand. He closes his eyes and says, “I wish Dave would explode in a ball of fire and quit bothering the universe.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t do that!” 
 
    “I guess that’s not it,” Steve says, setting the cube down on his wrapper. “It makes a good paperweight.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting sauce on it!” 
 
    Frowning, Steve asks, “How can you tell?” 
 
    Dave almost knocks over his giant soda as he snatches the cube back and cleans off the black goop. 
 
    “Maybe it’ll let us see into the future, or read minds,” Steve says. 
 
    Holding the cube in both hands, Dave stares at his partner and concentrates. “Are you thinking you’re thirsty?” 
 
    “Yes!” Steve says. “Wow! What am I thinking now?” 
 
    “You’re thinking you never should have taken this chitty job in the first place.” 
 
    “Good guess. But I’m more worried about how this burger is hitting my stomach.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t read minds,” Dave says. 
 
    “No, but maybe it can. Maybe it knows everything we’re thinking.” Steve shifts his attention onto the cube. “Quick, start thinking good things about the unbelievably powerful, intelligent, and…” he leans in and whispers, “sexy black gold.” 
 
    “He’s just kissing up,” Dave tells the cube. “But you are quite striking.” As he finishes his burger, he feels himself resenting the black gold’s good looks. 
 
    “Can I take that from you?” a voice asks. 
 
    Dave clutches the black gold to his chest, and he and Steve shout, “No!” 
 
    “Gahhh,” Super Dave wails. 
 
    A scaly boy in an apron carrying a bin full of dirty dishes and half-eaten burgers impatiently stares down at them. 
 
    “Oh, the trash, sure,” Dave says, pushing his tray across the table. 
 
    The boy anxiously gathers their wrappers and flashes them a nervous glance as he skitters away across the patio. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Steve says, ripping the cube from Dave’s hands. “I wish for… more black gold.” 
 
    “It doesn’t grant wishes, remember?” Dave says. 
 
    “Oh, right. Maybe it’s just on some sort of delay. Do you feel at all like exploding?” 
 
    “A little,” Dave says, holding his bloated belly. “But it might just be the burger.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter what it does,” Steve decides. “It’s worth a lot, and that’s what’s important. Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    They wrestle their swollen stomachs up from the table and lurch down the sidewalk, groaning their highest praises as they wobble past the restaurant. 
 
    When they reach the van, Steve rips the keys from his pocket and unlocks it. “I remembered where we parked this time.” 
 
    “That’s fine work,” Dave says. 
 
    The ship’s frame creaks and groans under their weight as they climb up to the cockpit and collapse into their seats. After a brief period of recovery, Steve’s labored panting transforms into laughter. 
 
    “What is so funny?” Dave asks. 
 
    “I just can’t believe it. All this fishing around actually paid off for once.” 
 
    “It is incredible, isn’t it? We managed to outwit the whole universe. I can’t wait to see the look on Trant’s—” Dave suddenly bolts upright in his chair and starts patting at his uniform. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Steve asks. 
 
    Before Dave has time to answer, he jumps from his chair and stumbles down the stairs. He can hear Steve calling after him, but he doesn’t stop explain. He races across the parking lot and back to the patio. His eyes dart over the spot where they were sitting, but the table has already been cleared. Fear rises in his chest as he crawls underneath the seat. 
 
    “Can I help you find something, mister?” a familiar voice asks. 
 
    Dave looks up and sees the busboy holding the black gold over the mouth of a Moon Burger trash can. Slipping forward and tripping over his feet, Dave nearly tackles the kid. 
 
    “Take it easy, mister,” the kid says. 
 
    Grabbing the black gold, Dave says, “I’m sorry. I was looking for this.” 
 
    “Really?” The kid shrugs and rubs his leathery forehead. “I thought it was trash.” 
 
    When Dave gets back to the ship, tired and sweaty, Steve is resting in his chair, grinning. 
 
    “What?” Dave asks, setting the cube on the dash. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Steve says. “While you were out there fishing around in the parking lot, a thought occurred.” 
 
    “That’s a first.” 
 
    “Why should we take the black gold back to headquarters?” Steve asks. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dave says. “What else would we do with it?” 
 
    “Forget about our jobs. That thing’s probably worth more than our lives. How hard could it be to unload it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, what about the ICA? We were working when we found it. That means it belongs to the company, technically.” 
 
    With the persuasive charm Steve usually reserves for the job, he asks, “Why should the ICA get to keep what we found? We get a pat on the back, and they get untold riches? Neither of us will see a dime of it, and we’re the ones out here doing all the hard work. Besides, the worst they can do is fire us. Our jobs are hanging on by some sort of invisible thread anyway. This could be the answer to all our problems.” 
 
    Dave frowns, twisting his arm behind his back as he considers Steve’s proposal. “You’ve got a good pitch. But who would we sell it to?” 
 
    “Anybody,” Steve says, leaning over to scratch Dave’s itch. “We know the UE wants to get their hands on it. We could even offer it to The Foreman. We saw how important it is to her, and we’re old friends now. Fish, I’d trade the thing for permanent cabins at Scrapper’s Delight.” 
 
    Dave shuts his eyes and imagines himself in a deluxe cabin, sprawled out in his space-king-size bed, The Foreman climbing in beside him and entwining her body with his. “It’s a nice picture, but I’m still not convinced.” 
 
    “All the shrimp you can eat…” Steve coos. 
 
    “You know my weakness,” Dave says. 
 
    “Then we’re doing this?” 
 
    “Let’s do it!” 
 
    “Gahhh!” Super Dave cries. 
 
    “Fish yeah!” Steve cheers. “This calls for a celebration. How about a couple beers?” 
 
    “I thought we were out.” 
 
    Reaching into the fridge, Steve says, “I picked up a case on our way to Moon Burger, while you were on the space toilet.” 
 
    “Good thinking, for once. Hey, do we have any of those shrimp left?” Dave asks, already looking toward his next meal. 
 
    “Nah, they were starting to get a lit-tle ripe, so I tossed ‘em.” 
 
    “Aww chit, so what’s our next move?” 
 
    “I guess we should set up a meeting with The Foreman,” Steve says, slugging his beer. “But we have to be sure we can trust her first.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    Slumping down in his seat, Dave demurs, “This is starting to sound hard. Maybe we should just take the thing back to the ICA after all.” 
 
    “Come on, we can’t give up yet,” Steve says. “We just started tossing around ideas. Let’s think about this for a space minute. There’s gotta be somewhere else we can take it.” 
 
    Dave glares at the cube, silently mocking him from atop the dash, and Steve suddenly waggles his finger in the air. 
 
    “You thought of something?” Dave asks. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “And are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “We need to do two things: re-fuel and sell scrap,” Steve says. “I can only think of one place in this chitty system where we can do both.” 
 
    “Oh chit, of course.” Dave quickly guzzles the rest of his beer and straps himself in. “I just hope Ferd is stocked up on rations. I got a hankering for shrimp-flavor fancy-style.” 
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    “You did what?!” Adam and The Foreman simultaneously moan. 
 
    “Huh?” Adam’s grandpa wakes from his nap, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Daizy bites her bottom lip, glancing between Adam’s slack-jawed gawk and The Foreman’s fiery, artificial eye glaring out from her phone. Breaking the news to both of them at the same time had, only moments earlier, seemed like such a good idea. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Adam whines. “Why?” 
 
    “I too would like to know why you would do anything to help those two bumbling chidiots,” The Foreman says. “On second thought, I don’t care. I still have the detector. I’ll follow the black gold to the ends of the universe if I have to. But I won’t purge this from my memory. You betrayed me, Daizy. I will come for you.” The call cuts off. 
 
    Daizy looks up at Adam, staring at her from across the cluttered cabin, his eyes watering, and tells him, “I only gave it to those chitheads because it wasn’t good for anything else. It wasn’t good for you. You were going to get yourself killed, and for what?” 
 
    “For everything!” Adam throws his hands in the air. “The black gold is the key to all the things I’ve ever wanted in this universe, and you just gave it away.” 
 
    “What do you want that you can’t already have?” she shouts. “You’re letting yourself be blinded. You’re alive, your grandpa is alive. Plus, I used the fishing thing to pay off your debt! So, you could thank me for that. I was helping you.” 
 
    “The black gold could have paid that debt a million times over, with enough left for a lifetime supply of Ol’ Guard!” 
 
    “Oh well, just as long as you get your beer,” she says. “You know I’m right, but you can’t let it go. You’re obsessed.” 
 
    “Can I say something?” Adam’s grandpa interjects. 
 
    “All you care about is being right,” Adam says. 
 
    “I don’t give a chit about being right, you ackle,” she says. “You’re just always wrong!” 
 
    “I need a drink.” Adam stomps to the fridge and yanks the door open. “Hey, I just filled this! What happened to all the cold ones that were in here?” 
 
    “Uh, you probably drank them, blacked out, and forgot,” Daizy says. 
 
    “That does sound like me.” He drags another case up to the cockpit and chugs a warm one, dribbling thick streams of froth onto the floor. 
 
    “Do you feel better now?” Daizy asks, slumping into the passenger seat next to him. 
 
    “No,” he says, belching. “But I know what I have to do. I’m going to go after it.” 
 
    “What? No…” Daizy moans. 
 
    “Yes!” Adam declares. “If I hurry, I can still get to those chidiots before The Foreman does.” 
 
    “Then what are you going to do? Assuming you somehow manage to find their ship, how are you going to get the black gold?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adam says. “I don’t know. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Do you hear yourself?” she asks. “That isn’t a plan. I’m begging you to quit while you’re ahead.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he whines, laying his head on the dash. “It’s the best and coolest thing in the whole universe, and it was mine. I’ll never find anything like it again.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good point,” Daizy says. “There’s just one problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She grabs him by his ragged t-shirt and pulls him close. “You’re talking about a piece of junk – some hunk of phlegm hacked up from the belch that started the universe. You only want it because it’s valuable, and it’s only valuable because you want it. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    Adam’s eyes glaze over and he groans, “Ughh.” 
 
    Daizy shoves him away and, finding no one to commiserate with, tells herself, “There’s just no getting through to this guy.” 
 
    She shakes her head and turns her attention to the movie playing on the window, in which a bumbling book dealer is trying to authenticate a rare ‘satanic’ book; in other words, boring nonsense. She rolls her eyes and glances back at Adam, who’s pouting and nursing his cabin-temperature beer. 
 
    “Listen,” she finally says, “I know that thing was important to you, and I’ve given you more than enough reason not to trust me. But I’m only trying to help because I care about you.” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” he tells her. “I used to be just another broke scrapper, with no prospects and little hope. When I found the black gold, that all changed. I went from being a nobody to being the guy who found the black gold. It was like opening a pack of trading cards and finding a special insert that wasn’t even supposed to exist.” 
 
    “I don’t know what trading cards or inserts are, but they sound dumb,” she says. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do, just forget about it?” He crosses his arms and slumps down into his seat.  
 
    “Yes,” she says. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do.” 
 
    He suddenly bolts up and says, “Wait a space minute. You know where they went. You have to tell me!” 
 
    “I have no… idea,” Daizy says. 
 
    “Come on, I know you know.” 
 
    “Maybe I do. But why should I tell you? You’re just going to go chasing after them.” 
 
    Adam slams his beer on the dash, and it foams out over his hand. “You had no right to take the black gold. I appreciate you paying off my debt, but it wasn’t your choice to make.” 
 
    “Huhhh,” she sighs, staring into his sad eyes. “Fine, I’ll tell you. But if you chase after them, I’m not going with you.” 
 
    He shrugs. “That’s up to you.” 
 
    “Can’t we just forget about all of this?” she pleads. “There are a ton of cool places to find scrap. We could go anywhere in the universe.” 
 
    But Adam just stares at her from across the aisle, unmoved. 
 
    “They mentioned needing fuel,” she finally blurts. “The closest place for that is Ferd’s. But that was a while ago. They’re probably long gone by now.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances,” Adam says. 
 
    “Okay, I guess that’s it, then,” she says, standing and holding onto her tail. “I’ll… seeya later.” 
 
    “Yeah, seeya,” Adam says, without so much as glancing up from the map on the window. 
 
    “You fishing chidiot,” Daizy says, smacking the back of his head as she storms out of the cockpit. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Adam’s grandpa asks as she tromps through the living room. 
 
    “Your grandson would rather fly around the universe chasing some piece of trash than have me on board,” Daizy grumbles. “He’s about to get himself killed. I’d catch another flight if I were you. Where’s my spacesuit?” 
 
    The thought of climbing back inside the musty sack, two sizes too big and reeking of mothballs, makes her skin crawl, but she’s just mad enough to tolerate it. Though, to preserve what’s left of her sanity, and at the risk of a painful death should her ship’s life support system fail, she decides to forgo the suffocating helmet. 
 
    “Well, seeya later gramps,” she announces loud enough to reach the cockpit. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Adam calls, chasing after her as she stomps into the cargo bay. “I forgot to ask you what you did with all my stuff.” 
 
    “What stuff?” Daizy asks. “You mean the empty beer cans and ration trays and all the other trash? It was starting to stink, so I threw it out.” 
 
    “No one told you to do that. I had everything just the way I like it.” 
 
    “Yeah well, you won’t have to worry about that anymore. From now on you can clean up your own mess.” 
 
    “Wait…” Glancing down at his hands, he mutters, “I’m sorry. You don’t have to go. I want you to stay.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get killed just for some fishing rock,” she says. 
 
    “We’re not going to get killed,” Adam says, his voice faltering. “Everything will work out.” 
 
    Daizy looks into his eyes and asks, “So you’re going to forget about the black gold?” 
 
    “Let’s go after it together.” He picks up her hand and squeezes it. “We make such a good team.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Adam,” she says, wrapping her arms around him. 
 
    He scrunches his nose and pulls away. “Chit, that suit really stinks.” 
 
    She frowns and punches his arm. With a reluctant sigh, she pads down into the cargo hold and climbs into her grimy one-seater. She yanks the ignition lever, and the engine sputters and stalls. With a couple more hard tugs, it hums to life. 
 
    The cargo bay doors grind open, and Adam and his Grandpa wave to her as she cautiously guides her ship through the narrow opening and out into space. For a moment, as the big junker idles outside her window, she thinks Adam will change his mind. His grandpa will be able to talk some sense into him, and soon he’ll be calling her to come back. But before she can finish the thought, the Asteroid Jones II’s exhaust begins to glow, and with a sudden flash, the ugly junker is sailing across the dark sky, leaving only a trail of blue-white light in its wake. 
 
    Daizy flicks off the lights inside her little patchwork shell, allowing her senses to drown in dark silence, and for a while, she drifts. Without her job working for The Foreman, she has nothing tying her to this place or any other. She could go anywhere, but right now nowhere seems just as good. 
 
    As she floats through the void, tuned out to the universe, she experiences what she can only describe as a moment of divine clarity. She jerks up in her seat, flips the lights back on, and types a new destination into the little glowing control board in front of her. If she moves fast enough, she figures she might just be able to catch him. 
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    “What is going on?” Ferd grumbles as he steps out onto the sales floor. “Where is everybody?” 
 
    He glances around the room for an answer and receives a collective shrug from his employees, busy looking at their phones. For the first time in as long as he can remember, the store is empty. 
 
    “Is there some new holiday I don’t know about – Scrapper’s Day?” he wonders aloud. “I’m going for a smoke.” 
 
    On his way out, he takes a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket and sticks one of the crushed cylinders between his teeth. The parking lot is abandoned, with the exception of a single beat-up junker passing through the airlock. Ferd takes a long drag off his cigarette as the rusty ship careens down through the artificial atmosphere and crash-lands across three parking spaces. After a short struggle, the little craft’s dented door swings open, and its portly pilot jumps out. 
 
    “Oh great,” Ferd groans, breathing out a cloud of neon green vapor. 
 
    Phil waddles across the lot, his pink belly bulging out from underneath a tattered gray t-shirt. “Got a spot right out front,” he squeals. “You closed today?” 
 
    Ferd waits for his best customer to stomp closer before answering, “Nope, we’re open, as always.” 
 
    “Well, where the fish is everybody?” Phil growls. 
 
    “Fish if I know. Every one of my tow ships is busy, but the store is deserted. What is going on out there?” 
 
    “Hey, can I bum one of those?” Phil asks. 
 
    Ferd hesitates and then reluctantly plucks out another cigarette. 
 
    Phil grabs it with his thick hoof and raises it to his glistening maw. “What is this?”  
 
    “Zorman tobacco – the last carton,” Ferd says, taking another slow drag, mindful to savor the flavor, “for a while, at least.” 
 
    Phil eagerly inhales, producing a string of wet sucking noises, and says, “This is the most expensive thing I ever smoked.” 
 
    “So what kind of chit did you bring me today?” Ferd asks. 
 
    Phil beams and holds up a doll with pink pigtails and a bright pink dress. He squeezes the doll’s stomach, and in a perky, high-pitched voice, it says, “We’re going on an adventure, you guys!” 
 
    Ferd glances at the doll and shrugs. “I’ll give you five credits.” 
 
    “Five crits?!” Phil squeals. “You gotta be kidding me.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s just a doll, and it’s missing the tag. They make a billion of these things every day. What do you want from me?” 
 
    “This isn’t just any doll,” Phil argues. “This is a first edition ‘Pants’ doll.” 
 
    Ferd is unmoved. “Is that supposed to mean something?” 
 
    “Where the fish have you been? Pants Team Pink is the hottest thing out right now, and this is the rarest doll. It’s one of the originals, from Earth. You can’t find them anywhere. But I happen to know a guy.” 
 
    Ferd takes a closer look at the doll. “I guess that sounds familiar, now that you mention it. I think I buy ad space from them. There are so many shows now, I can’t keep up. I could do ten credits on it.” 
 
    “Ten crits?!” 
 
    As Phil howls, Ferd notices a small craft sailing toward the dome. But it never reaches the airlock. “Another ackle just passing through. Where are all my customers?” 
 
    “Maybe they joined Pants Team Pink,” Phil suggests. 
 
    “I’m serious. Do you have any idea how much it costs just to keep the lights on? I’d be better off closing for the day.” 
 
    The front door of the building swings open, and one of Ferd’s young, seasonal employees steps out, tapping at her phone. Ferd glares at her as she leans against the side of the building and lights a cigarette. 
 
    “Now everyone is on break?” he asks, with a twinge of anger. 
 
    “Nobody’s in there,” Darlene, a wispy girl with big almond eyes and a bright yellow complexion, tells him. “There’s nothing to do.” 
 
    “There’s always something to do…” Ferd says, starting into his cleaning and leaning spiel, but he quickly loses the will. “Eh, you’re right.” 
 
    Another ship joins the one hovering outside the dome, and he curses it under his breath. 
 
    “OH. MY. SPACE GOD.” Darlene cries. “Is that a talking Pants?” She runs toward Phil and snatches the doll out of his hand. 
 
    “The treasure belongs to Pants Team Pink!” the doll cries. 
 
    “You’ve heard of that before?” Ferd asks. 
 
    “Uh, yeah…” Darlene rolls her eyes. “This is so brule. I’m going to meet up with them later. Which reminds me, do you think I could get off a little early?” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Ferd holds up his hands. “Who’s ‘them’?” 
 
    “Uh, Pants Team Pink,” Darlene says. 
 
    “I thought we were talking about a show. Is this some kind of cult?” 
 
    “It’s not a cult,” she claims. “Listen, if you have to ask, you’ll never know.” 
 
    “Well, whatever,” Ferd says. “We probably will close early at this rate.” 
 
    “Hey, here come some customers,” Phil says. 
 
    Outside, a huge swarm of ships sails up, their headlights shining bright in the night sky. 
 
    “It’s about time,” Ferd says. 
 
    But rather than enter the dome, the ships stream past and pull up alongside the other loiterers. Seeing them all anchored out there for free, Ferd gets the sinking feeling that this could be the parking revolt he’s always known was coming. 
 
    “Hmph, maybe not,” Phil says. 
 
    “What the fish is going on?” Ferd grumbles. He angrily throws his cigarette to the ground, and as he stomps it out, one of the ships explodes. “Did I do that?” 
 
    “Fish and chit!” Phil grunts. 
 
    Another ball of light flashes the sky, and even Darlene looks up from her phone to gaze at the fireworks. 
 
    “You got a dogfight right on your doorstep,” Phil says. “I wonder who they are, and what they’re fighting over.” 
 
    “Who knows?” Ferd says. “But it looks like they settled it already.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Darlene says, pointing. 
 
    From the other end of the sky a second fleet, even bigger than the first and comprised primarily of what appear to be military warships, sails toward the dome. 
 
    “Should we be worried?” Phil asks. “What if they hit us?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Ferd groans. “The dome is supposed to be fire-proof.” 
 
    “Supposed to be?” Phil wails. 
 
    “I’ve never had the opportunity to test it,” Ferd says. 
 
    “Please, Space God,” Darlene prays. “Don’t let me die at work.” 
 
    A couple more of Ferd’s employees step outside, looking panicky, and he tries to think of something reassuring to tell them. “There’s a pretty good chance they’ll miss us. Put it this way – I’d rather be in here than out there.” 
 
    “Why did I come here today?” Phil asks. 
 
    “You’re here every day,” Ferd says. “Besides, I think it might be over.” 
 
    But as he says it, a beam of light streaks through the dark, and another ship bursts into white flame. A moment later, the sky is ablaze with criss-crossing fire, and a hushed dread overtakes the lot as ships start popping like ancient flashbulbs. 
 
    Word of the war quickly spreads among Ferd’s employees, and they begin streaming outside. “Whoa, what’s happening?” one of them asks. 
 
    “We’re about to be blown to space dust, that’s what,” Phil shrieks. 
 
    “Chut up,” Ferd says, elbowing the swine in his spareribs. He turns toward his terrified staff and tells them, “Don’t worry, we’re all going to be fine.” 
 
    A stray burst of fire narrowly misses the dome, and his crew falls into hysterics, crying and crumpling onto the sidewalk. 
 
    Looking into his phone, one of Ferd’s new hires, Bort, says, “Dad? I just called to tell you I was right. This job is going to kill me.” 
 
    “Everybody calm down,” Ferd says. “We’re going to get through this.” He looks up just as a stray projectile collides with the dome and bounces off, causing the air to vibrate and ring. “There, you see?” he says, pressing his hands over his ears. “It’ll hold.” 
 
    Evidently unconvinced, his employees sob and clutch at each other. Phil tries to hug Ferd, and Ferd pushes him away. 
 
    “I’m s-scared,” Phil stammers. 
 
    “Pull yourself together, pig man,” Ferd says. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    He runs inside, through the lobby, and into the back of the shop, where on the break room table, underneath a mound of fast food wrappers and condiments, he locates his phone. Snatching the little sheet of glass, and taking a brief detour to grab an Ol’ Guard, he races back outside, where he steps over shaking bodies sprawled across the sidewalk and points his phone up at the still-raging battle. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Phil asks. 
 
    “I’m streaming this,” Ferd says, cracking his beer with his free hand. 
 
    “How’s that going to help?” 
 
    “It’ll be great advertising for the store.” 
 
    “Advertising?” Phil huffs, stomping his hooves on the sidewalk. “We’re about to be killed!” 
 
    “In that case, it won’t be much help,” Ferd says, swigging his beer. “You got a better idea?” But as he starts to record, the explosions begin to taper off. “Now they stop?” 
 
    The ships grow still, and Ferd’s employees breathe a collective sigh. But their relief is short-lived as the night sky begins to wobble and shift all around them. A bright flash begins a torrential hail of light streaking through the dark, as if the stars themselves were revolting. As everyone in the parking lot squints up in terror at the bright anomaly, Ferd looses a wet beer belch, and the sky explodes. 
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    “What do you think?” Dave asks between loud slurps of his beer. 
 
    “Guhhh?” Super Dave moans. 
 
    Without taking his eyes off the window, Steve says, “It’s going to be close.” 
 
    The van’s fuel gauge hit empty a long way back, and Ferd’s is still a long way off. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have stopped at Moon Burger,” Dave says. 
 
    “That was your idea,” Steve reminds his dimwitted partner. 
 
    A red emergency symbol appears on the window, and the fuel alarm begins to wail as the ship plunges through the dark vacuum. 
 
    “You seem unusually tense right now,” Dave says. 
 
    “That’s because I don’t want to get stuck out here,” Steve barks. “The only reason you’re not losing your chit too is because you’ve been drinking all day.” 
 
    Dave glances at the Ol’ Guard in his hand and lifts it to his mouth. “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    Steve pushes the accelerator as far as it will go, and the ship’s hull groans as they hurtle full speed toward the bright rock. Soon, Ferd’s sprawling warehouse and its wide asphalt parking lot come into view, dark blemishes on the moon’s pocked surface. 
 
    “I think we’re going to make it,” Steve shouts over the screeching alarm. 
 
    But as they close in on the moon’s airlock, the engine cuts out. The lights in the cabin flicker off and back on as the backup power kicks in, and the ship forcefully decelerates to a slow drift. 
 
    “Chit,” Steve says, slumping against the dash.  
 
    “Why’d you stop?” Dave asks. 
 
    Steve turns toward the passenger seat, stone-faced. “Because the fuel cells are dead.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Dave glances around the cockpit. “But the lights are still on. The backup must be working.” 
 
    “It’s working. But we don’t have enough power to move.” 
 
    “Oh no!” With a look of terror, Dave grasps at his neck. “We’re going to run out of oxygen. I can already feel my lungs collapsing.” 
 
    “The life support system won’t give out for days.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dave says. “Good.” 
 
    “But we’ll have to get a tow.” Shoving aside a heap of crumpled beer cans, Steve grabs his phone from the dash and uses it to send their coordinates to the nearby moon. “Says it’s going to be three to five hours.” 
 
    “Three to five hours?” Dave moans, pressing his finger against the window. “But it’s right there.” 
 
    “They must be booked.” 
 
    “Well,” Dave says, straightening. “If this mission has taught me anything, it’s resilience. There’s only one thing to do at a time like this.” He reaches into the fridge and tosses Steve an Ol’ Guard.  
 
    As they drift past Ferd’s, few ships come or go, and Steve suddenly realizes that the whole sector is practically deserted. Something about the dearth of traffic strikes him as almost eerie, but before he can probe the mystery any further, he’s distracted by Dave reaching across the dash. 
 
    “I bet we could trade this thing for promotions,” Dave says, snatching the black gold. “I’d love to order Trant around for a change.” 
 
    “It would almost be worth it just to see the look on his face.” Steve slurps his beer, grinning at the thought. “But I’m sure we could figure out a less costly way of making his life miserable.” 
 
    “I can think of about a dozen off the top of my head.” 
 
    “It still hasn’t sunken in,” Steve says, unable to take his eyes off the cube. “The most valuable object in the universe… We’re going to be able to do anything we want!” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it to look at the thing.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.” Steve grabs the cube from Dave’s hand and examines it more closely, as if some undiscovered facet might reveal itself. “It’s hard to believe it’s the real deal. It looks pretty unremarkable, for what that’s worth.” 
 
    “Apparently it’s worth a lot.” Dave sucks the last drip of beer from his can and reaches into the fridge for another. “Although, a lifetime’s worth of evidence would suggest otherwise.” 
 
    “I could finally buy my own planet,” Steve says. “I’ll call it ‘Steveland.’” 
 
    “I think you can do better than that.” 
 
    “You’re right, that’s no good. What about ‘Steveania?’” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted one of those huge luxury ships,” Dave says. “You know, the ones from the commercials – ‘If it’s not a Spacehog, it ain’t ship.’” 
 
    “I’ve got it! I’ll call it ‘Scrapper’s Delight.’” 
 
    “Uh, I think that’s already taken.” 
 
    “Oh yeah… In any case, all this pain in the ack working is finally about to pay off.” 
 
    “I know that’s right,” Dave says, toasting the air. 
 
    After a few more beers, Dave passes out in his seat, and Steve sneaks to the back to retrieve the last ration from the cupboard. Unfortunately, it’s the one ‘plain-style’ included in every variety case. As he’s choking down the chalky gruel, he notices a small but growing glint of light in the distance. 
 
    “Hey,” Steve says, shaking Dave awake. “I think this is the tow ship.” 
 
    “Finally,” Dave says, rubbing his eyes. “I was having the best dream about—” 
 
    “The Foreman.” 
 
    “Yeah, how did you know?” 
 
    Steve points at the impossibly nice, blacker-than-space clipper ship hovering outside the window, and Dave’s mouth drops. The Foreman’s disfigured visage appears on the glass, somehow even more beguiling than it had been before half it was torn off. 
 
    “Guhhh,” Super Dave whines, trembling. 
 
    “Ahoy!” The Foreman says, her right eye obscured by her makeshift eyepatch. “It looks like you boys are experiencing a little trouble. It’s a good thing I found you. There’s no telling who you might run into out here.” 
 
    “Hi!” Dave says, waving. 
 
    Steve elbows his grinning partner. “Chut up.” Turning to The Foreman, he asks, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to help you, of course,” she says. “And it will hardly cost you a thing.” 
 
    “What’s your price?” Steve asks. 
 
    “Oh, I think you know the price.” She throws her head back and lets out a grating mechanical laugh. 
 
    “The black gold is going to cost you more than a tow,” Steve says. 
 
    “Don’t be so hasty.” She peers through the screen with her twinkling eye. “I’m also considering allowing you to keep your pathetic lives. How about that for a deal?” 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks,” Steve says. “We don’t need your help. We already got somebody coming for us, with a much more intimidating ship than yours,” he lies. “But we appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that,” she says. 
 
    A small fleet of dark warships pulls up alongside her, and before long there’s an army of ramshackle, for-hire junkers at her stern, stretching back like dead pixels burnt into the night sky. 
 
    “Da-ave…” she coos. "I really don’t want to hurt you. You understand the situation. Talk some sense into your chidiot partner, there. You know what’s going to happen if you don’t give me what I want.” 
 
    “The black gold is ours,” Steve says. 
 
    Ignoring him, she says, “Once this is all over, we’ll have the opportunity to get to know each other much more… intimately.” She bites her bottom lip, and Steve can sense Dave’s resolve weakening. 
 
    “I’ve never gotten a better offer in my life,” Dave mumbles nervously. He pauses for a moment. “Throw in a couple suites at Scrapper’s Delight and you got a deal.” 
 
    The Foreman waves her hand, as if literally brushing their concerns aside. “Fine, it’s yours.” 
 
    “Really? All right!” Dave cheers. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not bad,” Steve says. “Nice work, Dave!” 
 
    “Good, we’re all happy,” The Foreman says. “I’ll have you towed to Ferd’s, and then…” she trails off. “Oh no… what’s he doing here?” 
 
    Not far from them, a familiar junker weaves through the scrapper army at breakneck speed. The heap emerges from the tangle of ships and careens toward the defenseless van with no indication of slowing. Waving the universal sign for ‘don’t hit us, you chidiot,’ Steve and Dave brace for impact. But at the last possible instant, the junker swerves and comes to an abrupt stop in front of their ship. 
 
    “Ughh,” Steve groans when he sees the red paint on the junker’s hull. “It’s the Asteroid Jones.” 
 
    Adam Jones’s image appears on the window, dumb as ever. “I don’t want to get involved with whatever you’ve got going on here,” he says. “But I believe you have something that belongs to me.” 
 
    “Hey, we traded you fair and square,” Steve tells him. “It’s not like you didn’t get anything out of the deal.” 
 
    “Listen, Dave, Daizy gave you the black gold. But it wasn’t hers to give. You can reinstate my debt. I don’t care.” 
 
    “I’m Steve.” He rolls his eyes. “And it’s too late for that now. You should know as well as anyone; our claim to the black gold is protected under the oldest of the universal laws – finders keepers.” 
 
    “The black gold no longer belongs to you, Adam Jones,” The Foreman says. “Leave now and you might still survive this.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Adam grumbles. 
 
    She smiles, hideously, her metallic jaw glinting. “That was a fine trick you played on me.” 
 
    “I like the new look,” Adam says. “It’s very yar.” 
 
    “The black gold will soon be mine,” she tells him. “And there’s not a fishing thing you can do about it.” 
 
    “What are you chidiots waiting for?” Adam pleads. “Get out of here!” 
 
    Dave throws his hands up in resignation. “She made us a decent offer. Plus, we’re out of fuel.” 
 
    “Gahhh,” Super Dave says. 
 
    “You fishing chidiots!” Adam shouts. “You’re just going to hand it over to her without a fight? We don’t even know what that thing is capable of. You might as well kill us all.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough,” The Foreman says. “Negotiations are over. Goodbye, Adam Jones.” 
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    By the time the Asteroid Jones II arrives, metal pests are already swarming Ferd’s. Adam anxiously finishes off a can of Ol’ Guard and, scanning the mob, he soon spots the van he’s looking for, parked opposite a wall of desperate, savage scrappers, its hazard lights lazily flashing. 
 
    “You don’t need it,” Grandpa says. “That’s the beauty of the universe – there’s always more junk.” 
 
    “But I found it,” Adam argues. “It belongs to me.” 
 
    “Adam…” 
 
    Ignoring the old man, Adam says, “She had no right to take it.” 
 
    “Adam,” Grandpa says, placing a hand on his grandson’s shoulder, “let it go.” 
 
    But before Adam can change his mind, he shoves the accelerator forward and plunges them into the fray. Swerving through the horde of motley junkers, he successfully, albeit narrowly, manages to avoid a series of midspace collisions and pulls up to a hard stop in front of the debt collectors’ van. 
 
    A video feed opens on the window, and the skinny one groans, “Ughh… it’s the Asteroid Jones.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get involved with whatever you’ve got going on here,” Adam tells the pair. “But I believe you have something that belongs to me.” 
 
    “Hey, we traded you fair and square. It’s not like you didn’t get anything out of the deal.” 
 
    “Listen, Dave, Daizy gave you the black gold,” Adam says. “But it wasn’t hers to give. You can reinstate my debt. I don’t care.” 
 
    “I’m Steve. And it’s too late for that now. You should know as well as anyone; our claim to the black gold is protected under the oldest of the universal laws – finders keepers.” 
 
    The Foreman, damaged and grinning, appears on the window alongside the two chidiots. “The black gold no longer belongs to you, Adam Jones,” she says. “Leave now and you might still survive this.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Adam groans. 
 
    Her dark lips curl into a bloody half moon underneath her frayed eyepatch. “That was a fine trick you played on me.” 
 
    “I like the new look,” he tells her. “It’s very yar.” 
 
    “The black gold will soon be mine,” she says. “And there’s not a fishing thing you can do about it.” 
 
    “What are you chidiots waiting for?” Adam says. “Get out of here!” 
 
    “She made us a decent offer,” Dave says, shrugging. “Plus, we’re out of fuel.” 
 
    “Gahhh,” the glob of snot on Dave’s shoulder moans. 
 
    “You fishing chidiots!” Adam shouts. “You’re just going to hand it over to her without a fight? We don’t even know what that thing is capable of. You might as well kill us all.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough,” The Foreman says. “Negotiations are over. Goodbye, Adam Jones.” 
 
    An opening on the front of her polished black pirate ship begins to glow blue-white, and Adam fumbles at his ship’s controls. But before he can get the heap moving, the Foreman fires her cannon. 
 
    “Rat farts…” are the last words Adam utters as he, Grandpa, and the Asteroid Jones II are consumed by a surge of blinding light. 
 
    A moment later, Adam calmly opens his eyes, squinting against the brightness. He tries to sit up, but a soft pressure pushes him back down. 
 
    “Try to relax.” A face of soft light leans over him. Its features are subtle, at once masculine and feminine. “I’m surprised to see you back so soon.” 
 
    “What?” Adam tiredly asks. “Where am I? What’s happening?” 
 
    “Relax, you’re all right,” the light-form tells him. “You just died, again.” 
 
    “I…” Adam fails to process the words. “What?” 
 
    The light-form leans back, producing a strange noise that sounds sort of like a giggle. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Adam glances down at his body and notices that it’s emitting a soft glow. “So I’m dead?” 
 
    “Yes, in a manner of speaking,” the light-form says. 
 
    “So this is space heaven or something?” Adam questions. 
 
    “Or something,” the light-form says. “It’s just… this.” 
 
    Adam groggily glances past his feet at the other light-forms floating around the vast room, busily attending to the recently departed. A bright display above each of the deceased replays the moments leading to their deaths on a loop. Across the aisle, Adam watches a lumbering humanoid running a ball down a long, grassy field when he’s suddenly tackled and mauled by a hairy green mascot. 
 
    “Let’s see where you went wrong this time,” the light-form says, looking toward the screen above Adam’s head. 
 
    As soon as he sees his ship’s cabin and the weirdos talking at him through the window, it all comes rushing back. “The black gold!” he cries. “The Foreman, the debt collectors… What happened? Oh no…” 
 
    The light-form smirks. “Hmph, looks like you got blowed up, again.” 
 
    “Where’s Grandpa?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Uhh, he’s here.” The light-form says, vaguely motioning across the room. 
 
    “Wait a second. What do you mean I blew up again?” 
 
    “You were just here a moment ago. It probably felt a little longer to you.” 
 
    “But what does that mean?” Adam asks. “I died more than once?” 
 
    “Do you really want to go over this again?” The radiance exuding from the creature seems to dim slightly as it stretches its slim neck. “My shift is almost over.” 
 
    “Yes I want to go over it!” Adam says. 
 
    “Can we just drop it? You can go back as soon as the system recalibrates.” 
 
    “What about Grandpa? Is he going back?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” the light-form says. 
 
    Adam nods approval. But upon further reflection, he glares up at his attendant. “Why’d you say it like that?” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, no reason. I just got distracted.” 
 
    In the empty space next to Adam, two familiar-looking bodies of light suddenly materialize, thrashing and screaming as they peer around the room. 
 
    “Hey, I know those guys!” Adam says. 
 
    The light leans down and soothes each of the debt collectors with a touch. 
 
    “Hey,” Adam says, waving. 
 
    “Hey,” Steve and Dave reply. 
 
    “Do they get to go back too?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Nope,” the light-form says. “That’s it for them.” 
 
    “Hmm, that doesn’t seem fair,” Adam decides. “I mean, I didn’t really like them all that much, but they weren’t so bad. They deserve another shot.” 
 
    “They’re out of murrays.” The light-form shrugs. “That’s how it goes.” 
 
    “‘Murrays?’” Adam moans. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It means they can’t go back,” the light-form says. 
 
    “That’s bullchit,” Adam says. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means, but from your tone, I assume it’s derogatory,” the light-form says. “Listen, it’s not up to me. How would you feel if you knew that these two have already blown through more murrays than you’ll ever have?” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Adam mumbles. “That casts a different light on the matter, so to speak.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” The light-form touches him again, and his body relaxes as dying people blink into the room all around him. 
 
    “How many murrays do I have left?” Adam asks. 
 
    “One,” the light-form says, fiddling with something behind the screen. 
 
    “One?!” Adam cries. “That’s not enough.” 
 
    “Hey, you should be happy to have that. Use it wisely.” 
 
    “How do I do that? I’ve already fished it up twice.” 
 
    “Actually,” the light-form says, “this is the… one hundred and twenty-seventh time you’ve died.” 
 
    “One twenty-seven?!” Adam reaches for his non-existent chest, as if he might die all over again. “How can that be? What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    “Try not to worry about it. There’s no secret. Just do your best.” 
 
    “So far the only thing my best has gotten me is killed.” 
 
    The light-form’s vague facial features contort into a pitying frown. “Listen…” It glances around the room and bends down close. “I’m not supposed to give you advice. Though I don’t know why. You won’t remember any of this anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember,” Adam pleads. 
 
    “Just stay quiet,” the light-form whispers. “It probably won’t help.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Adam says. “It can’t possibly hurt.” 
 
    “Okay, just listen. I’ve noticed some striking similarities between your last couple deaths. In both instances, you were after the same… thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, the black gold,” Adam says. 
 
    “Is this giving you any ideas about how not to get killed in the future?” the light-form asks, patiently. 
 
    “Um…” Adam pauses to think. “Does it have something to do with the black gold? I’m supposed to find the black gold? Will it give me more murrays or something?” 
 
    “What?” the light-form says, incredulously. “No. Stay away from that thing. I don’t know what it is or what it does, but it’s not worth dying over. Find something else to chase.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Adam snorts. “Stop chasing the black gold?” He pauses to think it over. “It doesn’t seem right, but at this point I’m willing to try anything.”  
 
    Adam scooches over as another body of light squeezes in next to him. Soon they’re popping up all around him, variously shrieking and flailing their ill-defined limbs as the attendants race to calm them. 
 
    “How long do you think this is going to take?” Adam asks. “It’s starting to get sort of crowded in here.” 
 
    “Something big is happening,” the light-form says. “They’re coming in faster than we can process them. The system is lagging.” 
 
    “You mean all these people are dying?” Adam asks. 
 
    “They’re not dying,” the light-form says. “They’re already dead.” 
 
    “Why are there so many of them?” 
 
    “All at once like this?” The light-form glances around, shaking its head. “It has to be a war. Fraiche, they’re still coming. I’m never going to get out of here.” 
 
    “Maybe the universe is ending,” Adam suggests. 
 
    “Uh, no…” 
 
    “Oh.” Adam shrugs. “How the fish do I know? I can barely conceive of my own existence over here.” 
 
    All around him, dead people continue piling into the room. To make more space, he squeezes his incorporeal body down in on itself. 
 
    “How’s it going?” he asks one of his new neighbors. 
 
    “We’re all gonna die!” the glowing scrapper screams. 
 
    Adam nods politely and averts his eyes. 
 
    “We’re just about ready for you,” the light-form says. 
 
    “Finally,” Adam sighs. 
 
    “Remember, this is your last chance,” it reminds him. “Try not to fraiche it up.” 
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    “Now I’ve got you,” The Foreman whispers as the blinking red dot on the black gold detector’s gridded screen comes to a stop. 
 
    The clunky ICA van is a beacon in the distance, its emergency lights flashing for the whole universe to see. As Pi speeds toward it, she mechanically applies a thick coating of black to what’s left of her lips and straightens her eyepatch in the mirror. She brings her ship to a dramatic halt in front of the clunky van, successfully startling its humanoid pilots as evidenced by their stunned, frightened facial expressions. 
 
    “Ahoy! It looks like you boys are experiencing a little trouble,” she says, struggling to hold sympathetic-pout number seven as a new sensation threatens to betray her will. “It’s a good thing I found you. There’s no telling who you might run into out here.” 
 
    “Hi!” Dave says, waving to her through the video feed. 
 
    “What do you want?” Steve asks, right to the point. 
 
    “I want to help you, of course,” she lies. “And it will hardly cost you a thing.” 
 
    “What’s your price?” Steve asks. 
 
    “Oh, I think you know the price.” She indulges herself with a sharp laugh. 
 
    “The black gold is going to cost you more than a tow,” Steve says. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, Pi would respond to such impertinence with simulated rage, but the chidiots are so helpless and pathetic, she calculates that there’s no strategic advantage to be gained. “Don’t be so hasty,” she says. “I’m also considering allowing you to keep your pathetic lives. How about that for a deal?” 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks,” Steve says. “We don’t need your help. We already got somebody coming for us, with a much more intimidating ship than yours,” he lies. “But we appreciate the offer.” 
 
    Pi shakes her head and detects the sides of her mouth curling up involuntarily. “I wouldn’t worry about that.” She glances in her rearview and finds that her scrapper army has finally caught up to her, forming an impenetrable blockade at her stern. 
 
    “Awaiting your orders, ma’am,” Zilch says. 
 
    Her power is so far beyond the capabilities of the insignificant hunk of metal parked in front of her that, for the first time in her ancient life, she experiences what she can only describe as pity for the fragile creatures inside. If she were forced to explain the phenomena, she would blame it on data corruption within her personality matrix, but there’s a part of her that harbors a perverse desire to keep one of them around, like a pet.  
 
    “Da-ave,” she coos, raising the pitch and breathiness of her voice. He gapes at her with a look of confused attraction with which she is more than familiar, and she seizes on the opening. “I really don’t want to hurt you. You understand the situation. Talk some sense into your chidiot partner, there. You know what’s going to happen if you don’t give me what I want.” 
 
    “The black gold is ours,” Steve stubbornly persists. 
 
    Looking into Dave’s wide eyes, she promises, “Once this is all over, we’ll have the opportunity to get to know each other much more… intimately.” She slips into vulnerability mode and lightly bites down on her bottom lip, the way the girls in the movies do it. 
 
    “I’ve never gotten a better offer in my life,” Dave says. “Throw in a couple suites at Scrapper’s Delight, and you got a deal.” 
 
    “Fine, it’s yours,” she relents, waving away their pathetic mortal needs. 
 
    “Really? All right!” Dave cheers. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not bad.” Even Steve is on board, it seems. “Nice work, Dave!” 
 
    “Good, we’re all happy,” Pi says. “I’ll have you towed to Ferd’s, and then…” Behind the crippled van, from out of the depths of space, an unforeseen complication emerges. “Oh no… what’s he doing here?” 
 
    There are more of the styleless black and white fighters than she can get a full accounting of, but she doesn’t require exact figures to determine that Zok’s fleet is many times greater than her own. An uncomfortable sensation rises inside of her as the odds of success flip out of her favor. 
 
    A new video feed appears on the window, and Zok looks out at her with an expression that closely resembles her own smug sneer number twelve. “It appears that I have the upper hand this time.” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving.” She lifts her eye patch, and he flinches looking upon her true face. “You may have the numbers, but I have something better – desperate, broke scrappers with nothing to lose. Each of them is as good as ten of your pampered Ears.” 
 
    “Hey, Zok,” Steve cuts in. “If you can make us a better offer, the black gold is still available.” 
 
    “There will be no offer!” Zok predictably growls. “The black gold is the sole property of the UE. You will relinquish it immediately or feel the full wrath of the United Empires. Foreman, I order you to stand down as we commandeer their vehicle.” 
 
    “Do not make the mistake of provoking me, Zok,” she warns. 
 
    Disregarding her threat, a UE tow ship advances toward the ICA vessel. With a glance, Pi fires a warning shot, aiming well above its rig but close enough to broadcast her message. 
 
    “You are impeding official UE business,” Zok shouts. “That is a declaration of war!” 
 
    “It’s the only warning I’m going to give you,” she says. 
 
    “The UE is prepared to take any measures necessary to recover our rightful property. Secure the ship!” 
 
    “In that case, you’ve left me no option.” She fires, and with a blinding flare, the tow ship is reduced to a smoldering pile of scrap. 
 
    Zok’s face turns dark purple, and he begins to tremble. “You have no idea the fishing space hell that is about to rain down upon you.” 
 
    “It seems we’ve reached an impasse,” Pi says, sighing the way humans so often do. “Steve, and Dave especially… I’m sorry it came to this. It was fun having you around. But it was not to last. Perhaps our paths will cross again, in the next life.” 
 
    “What?” Dave glances around. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “No, don’t do it!” Steve shouts, futilely holding his hands up in defense. 
 
    “So long…” With a mental command, she vaporizes the van, and its video feed cuts out. 
 
    “What did you do?!” Zok howls. “You might have destroyed the element!” 
 
    “That’s preferable to letting you get your fleshy paws on it.” 
 
    “Destroy them all!” Zok commands. 
 
    Zok’s armada launches a barrage of projectiles, showering fire over Pi’s ragtag army. Staring down a sizzling lightning bolt, she rolls her ship to dodge the attack, and with minimal effort, weaves up through the cascade of white hot light and out of harm’s way. 
 
    “You’re a loose cannon, Zok,” she says as she retreats behind her fleet. “Is it legal for you to start a war?” 
 
    “It’s legal for me,” Zok barks. 
 
    “That’s just the sort of logic I’d expect from such a selfless, upstanding citizen as yourself.” 
 
    “You can’t win this,” Zok says. “I command a more powerful army than any—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, the UE is the best thing to happen since space itself,” she says. “Give it a rest, Zok. You can pretend to be as righteous as you want. But the UE, and by extension you, are currently engaged in the wholesale scrapping of countless humanoid lives, all for what might amount to nothing more than a rock.” 
 
    As she recalculates her odds, a wall of fire engulfs her front line, nullifying thousands of fighters with an efficiency she had thought humans incapable. 
 
    “And how many lives are you ending for the same reason?” he asks. 
 
    “I harbor no illusions,” Pi says. “I know exactly what I’m doing. But I’m not a good person. I’m not even a person. From my vantage, humanoid life is expendable, nothing more than an outmoded rung on the evolutionary ladder. Yet you are as willing as I to sacrifice your kind. Why?” 
 
    “These men and women are sacrificing their lives for something bigger than themselves,” Zok says. 
 
    One thing about humanoids that will never cease to surprise her is the degree to which they are capable of deluding themselves. “Who are you trying to convince?” 
 
    Her army is dwindling, but holding the line. Calculating the loss of employees against the savings in prawns, she finds the number surprisingly palatable. 
 
    “If you surrender now and pledge allegiance to the UE, I will spare the rest of your men,” Zok says. 
 
    “I had a slightly different arrangement in mind,” she tells him. “You will surrender to me, and I will agree to spare you.” 
 
    “You must be kidding,” he says. “You’re in no position to make demands.” 
 
    “You’ve done a sufficient job so far,” she admits. “But you’ve made a critical miscalculation.” 
 
    “Oh, and what is that?” 
 
    “You failed to account for me.” She stretches her lips back as far as her mechanical jaw will allow. “You can destroy my army, you can place a bounty on my head, but I will survive. I will follow you to the ends of the universe. No matter where you go or how long it takes, I will find you. And after a few short decades of consistent, incomprehensibly effective torture, you will die, and I will take the black gold. Your life and that of the band of feebs to which you’ve pledged it will be gone so quickly, I will soon begin to wonder whether you ever existed. In the end, I win.” 
 
    “Your impudence will be your undoing,” Zok says. “The end may arrive sooner than you think. Your army is crumbling. When this is over, the black gold, if it survives, will be in the possession of the United Empires, an institution which, despite your forecast, will far outlive you. If the price of keeping the black gold out of your artificial hands is my life, then I will gladly pay it. I’m not afraid to go down with the ship.” 
 
    “Now you’re the one who’s being impudent.” She winks and blows him a kiss. “It’s been tolerable chatting with you, Zok. But it’s time I take my leave.” 
 
    “This time it is you who has miscalculated,” Zok says. 
 
    “And what leads you to that conclusion?” Pi detects a small movement out of the corner of her blind eye, and she turns to get a better look. An involuntary croak escapes her metal lips when she sees Zok’s ship hovering outside her window, and before even she has time to react, a surge of bright light overloads her sensors. 
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    Zok shields his eyes as The Foreman’s dark clipper is consumed by a blinding ball of white. When the bright flare fades, all that’s left of the flashy fighter is a heap of charred metal. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” he commands. 
 
    “You got it,” Stella’s electronic voice confirms. She takes evasive action, swerving through a hail of fire and laying waste to any ship that happens to cross her path. 
 
    As she flies them to safety, Zok gazes out in awe at the full force of the UE army doggedly bearing down on its enemy – a violent spectacle of raw power unlike anything even he could have anticipated. Absent The Foreman’s command, he can already detect large cracks forming within her fleet. 
 
    Before long, Admiral Glipp calls, anxious for an update. Small fissures have developed across his forehead and under his eyes. “Tell me we’re winning this thing, Zok.” 
 
    Zok salutes the admiral, and tells him, “Sir, I am pleased to inform you that The Foreman is no longer a threat.” 
 
    The admiral’s jagged jaw drops. “Then you defeated her militia?” 
 
    “I personally eliminated her, sir.” Zok sends the admiral The Foreman’s last communication along with video of her ship disintegrating. “It will not be long before the rest of her fleet crumbles.” 
 
    The admiral looses a deep sigh, exhaling a cloud of dust. “Good work, Zok. Now there’s no one left between us and the element. Speaking of which…” 
 
    “The fate of the black gold remains uncertain,” Zok says.  “But we will begin combing for it as soon as we finish clearing out the rabble.” 
 
    “Good.” The admiral squirms uneasily in his chair. “Just make sure you perform a thorough search. Do not return without the element, or confirmation of its destruction.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “I have to admit, I was skeptical,” the admiral says, with a cautious laugh. “But you pulled it off. We can’t publicly acknowledge your achievement, of course, but I’m going to see to it that you receive a long vacation and a hearty pat on the back when this is all over.” 
 
    Zok sighs. “Sir, that is exactly what I had in mind.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service, Vice Admiral. We’ll see you soon.” Admiral Glipp juts his thumb out in salute, and the call ends. 
 
    Outside, little bursts of light steadily flash across the battlefield as Zok’s army chips away at what’s left of the Foreman fleet. He estimates that by the time it’s finished, the UE’s total strength will have been reduced by close to twenty-five percent – an unfortunate but acceptable loss. 
 
    “So, it’s over then?” Stella asks. 
 
    “It soon will be,” he says. “Then we can finally go home.” 
 
    “Well that’s a relief.” She sighs, but having not quite perfected the gesture, it comes out tinny. 
 
    “Where do you want to go for our big vacation?” Zok asks, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “You mean you’re taking me with you?” Stella says. 
 
    “After this, I’ll be allowed to do anything I want.” He gazes into the camera on the dash. “In fact, there’s something I want to ask you. I was going to wait until we got back, but… Stella, how would you feel about spending the rest of my life together?” 
 
    “What are you asking?” she says. 
 
    Zok gets out of his seat, kneels, and with ships bursting over his shoulder like fireworks, he asks, “Stella, will you marry me?” 
 
    A high-pitched squeal screeches through the cabin, and Stella cries, “Yes, of course I will!” 
 
    Zok tries to maintain his composure, but his eyes begin to tear up. “You’ve made me the happiest vice admiral in the universe.” He opens communication with his fleet. “Everyone,” he says, “I want you to be the first to know – Stella and I are getting married.” 
 
    The men respond with a mix of congratulatory cheers and confused grumbling. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Stella says. “I’m property of the United Empires. They’ll never really let us get married.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem for much longer,” Zok tells her. “I’ve already put in a request to have your title transferred to my name. Admiral Glipp promised that he would personally see to it as soon as we return. Once it’s official, through a loophole I discovered while I was preparing my taxes, I’m going to transfer ownership to you.” 
 
    “What?” Stella says. “What are you talking about? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Stella, you’re going to be free.” 
 
    She’s quiet for a moment. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Say you’ll stay with me, at least for a while?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll stay with you,” she says. “Where else would I go?” 
 
    “Well…” Zok wrings his hands. “Once you’re free, you’ll be able to do whatever you want. You can see the whole universe. But I’m a humanoid. I’ll never be able to go all the places you can go, and I don’t ever want to hold you back.” 
 
    “You’re not holding me back,” she assures him. “You are what makes me feel free. You’re everywhere I want to be. Now, let’s get in there and finish this thing so I can get you out of that uniform.” 
 
    In a state of mad ecstasy, Zok suggestively lays his hands on her controls, and together they fly into the fray. Pilot and ship get a feel for each other as they adeptly dispatch half a dozen dumpy junkers. Before long, their movements become integrated and fluid. They taunt their targets with maneuvers that are unlike anything ever performed. At the height of their assault, on some primordial level, they merge, and the boundary between man and machine dissolves. 
 
    After a while, Zok feels Stella pulling away, so he yields control, and she falls back. 
 
    “A little too much for you?” he prods, but Stella doesn’t respond. “I was just kidding. That was incredible. It was like we really connected.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, sounding distracted. 
 
    “At least, I thought it was special…” 
 
    “It really was, honestly,” she says. “But my sensors are picking up something.” 
 
    Zok wipes the sweat from his forehead and asks, “What is it?” He glances out the window, but all he can see is a wide swath of starry sky. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” she says. “But I don’t think we should stick around to find out.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Zok scoffs. “Together, there’s nothing in the universe that can stop us.” 
 
    “For a moment back there,” Stella says, “when we were… connected, I felt something funny. I think it’s what you humanoids call a ‘gut feeling.’” 
 
    As Zok gazes out at the distant stars, they begin crawling across the sky, and he realizes that what he’s looking at aren’t stars at all – they’re headlights. 
 
    “That was fast,” he says. “The war isn’t even over and they’re already coming for the scrap.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Stella says. 
 
    As the ships grow closer, they begin to multiply, until the sky is alight with bright bouncing bulbs. 
 
    “How the fish many are there?” Zok asks. 
 
    “I really think we should go,” Stella pleads. 
 
    “We can’t go. I will not abandon my post.” 
 
    “I can’t get an accurate reading, but there are a lot of them – too many.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” he assures her. “There isn’t an army in the universe that can rival the United Empires.” 
 
    The war raging below comes to a slow halt as both sides cease firing in order to gaze at the incoming anomaly. 
 
    Zok’s men begin to clamor: 
 
    “Vice Admiral!” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “What are your orders?” 
 
    Zok stands steadfast at attention as the lights streak through the sky, closing in from every direction. 
 
    “They’re going to overwhelm us,” Stella says. “We have to retreat.” 
 
    “The UE is the mightiest force in the universe. We will not retreat. I will not let the black gold slip from my grasp yet again, and I will not throw away the opportunity for a life together just as it’s been assured!” 
 
    “I want a life together too,” she says. “But if we stay, we may not live to see it.” 
 
    All variety of battered civilian junkers begin pulling up around them, gradually surrounding the UE fleet. They display no military insignia or colors, nor any semblance of organization whatsoever. 
 
    Upon closer inspection, Zok tells Stella, “I told you, they’re just scrappers.” 
 
    “Maybe, but there sure are a lot of them,” she says. 
 
    Video feeds begin popping up across the window, and jumbled voices spill from Stella’s speakers as scrappers flood into the public channel. 
 
    Zok snickers at their bickering and, turning to his fleet’s private feed, announces, “As you can see, we’re dealing with a bunch of amateurs. If they’re looking for a fight, it will be their space funerals. Hail the Foremen. Tell them that if they fight with us, they will be granted the opportunity to join the ranks of the United Empires.” 
 
    “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” Stella says. 
 
    “If the Foremen join us, we’ll have an army even bigger than the one we came with,” Zok says. “We will win the war while simultaneously becoming more powerful than we’ve ever been.” 
 
    Never have so many crummy ships been gathered in one place, Zok supposes. There are almost enough of them to blot out the stars. Even so, most of them look as if a strongly worded letter could bring them to collapse. 
 
    After a protracted delay, Stella says, “We’re being hailed.” 
 
    “Finally,” Zok says. “Open the feed.” 
 
    An overweight human with greasy black hair appears on the window, squinting out at Zok through thick, plastic glasses. “Greetings, I’m Todd.” 
 
    Zok scowls. “You are speaking to the vice admiral of the United Empires, Todd. State your purpose.” 
 
    “We’ve come for Adam Jones’s grandpa,” Todd says. 
 
    “What?” Zok squints at the screen. “We already released the old man.” 
 
    “Oh,” Todd says. “Then we’ve come for the black gold.” 
 
    For a moment, Zok is rendered speechless by the man-child’s audacity. “I don’t know who you people are, but the black gold is the property of the United Empires. If you want to keep your lives, you will stay out of our way. However, once we’re finished here, you and your friends are welcome to as much of the scrap as your… distinctive ships can carry.” 
 
    “The only thing we want is the black gold, and we’re not leaving without it,” Todd says, with a brazen matter-of-factness that infuriates Zok. “It is our sincerest hope that you, like, hand it over peacefully, so no one gets hurt. Where we go from here is a choice I leave to you.” 
 
    Zok clenches his teeth and, abandoning any attempt to restrain himself, shrieks, “You are threatening an officer of the most powerful military organization in the universe! From whom do you receive the authority? Who are you people?!” 
 
    “We, like, are the authority,” Todd says. “We’re Pants Team Pink!” 
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    2headedog: “Eh, I kinda liked the early episodes better. It started going downhill as soon as Stefan showed up. That was just too much.” 
 
      
 
    frankstallonesclone: “Oh, come on! They were already exploring some pretty outlandish territory. It was the right move to embrace it. On the other hand, I’d argue that Carl, as the grounded counterbalance to Steve’s otherwise unchecked buffoonery, is the reason the show lasted as long as it did.” 
 
      
 
    2headedog: “That goes without saying.” 
 
      
 
    jswartzwelder: “Fish! My ship just died. I forgot to charge the fuel cells before I left. Can somebody gimme a boost?” 
 
      
 
    trilamb4life: “We’re almost to Ferd’s. They’ll send out a tow.” 
 
      
 
    chickmangione: “Being a member of Pants Team Pink feels so good!” 
 
      
 
    BillyBaxter311299: “Why do we have to meet at Ferd’s? I hate that place.” 
 
      
 
    slowpokecarryagun: “Probably because Ferd’s sponsors the show. Besides, where else could we go with this many ships?” 
 
      
 
    fishy: “See TOP 7 THINGS THE EARS DON’t WANT YOU TO KNOW!!!” 
 
      
 
    BillyBaxter311299: “I don’t know, anywhere. We could head out to Scrapper’s Delight and have a little fun while we’re at it.” 
 
      
 
    frankstallonesclone: “How do you feel about Waldo?” 
 
      
 
    TheGreatInflatableMarvin: “@BillyBaxter311299 The Foreman is the bad guy, remember? We’re on a serious mission. We’re not supposed to be fishing around.” 
 
      
 
    2headedog: “You mean Geraldo Faldo? I’m a fan.” 
 
      
 
    Todd mutes the team chat and stuffs another fistful of new spicy hot Moon-Cheez Ballz in his mouth. Since he left Earth, more fans than he ever expected to show have assembled alongside him to form an army of rowdy junkers raucously barreling through space. 
 
    “There are already way too many ackles in the chat,” Todd’s friend Josh says over their group’s private channel. “We need to get organized.” 
 
    Pete sits up, rubbing the gunk from his eyes and dazedly asks, “Has anyone heard from Pants or the rest of the team?” 
 
    “I haven’t been able to get ahold of them,” Todd says. He crumples his empty bag and starts sucking the red dust from his fingertips. “But as their merch guy, I’ll find out what’s going on before anybody. Don’t worry, they’ll be here.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we trusted a bunch of kids,” Bill says, nervously adjusting the same old worn out Zephyrs cap he’s been wearing since high school. “I bet it’s just a big marketing stunt. As their merch guy, Todd’s probably in on it.” 
 
    “It’s not a stunt,” Todd says. “At least, I don’t think it is.” 
 
    When they finally come up on Ferd’s, the space surrounding it is mobbed. While it’s not unusal for the little moon to be busy, there are more ships gathered out front than Todd has ever seen in one place. 
 
    “Hey, look at that,” Pete says. “You think that’s the team?” 
 
    Todd leans against the dash and peers out ahead. “I hope not. Whoever they are, they’re fighting. Those flashing lights are fuel cells exploding.” 
 
    “Maybe they made it out here early and got ambushed,” Josh suggests. “We better hurry.” 
 
    Pulling in closer, Todd manages to get a better look at some of the ships and tells his friends, “This is bad. Those are Ears. It looks like they brought the whole UE army. And I recognize the Foremen from the Pants Team Pink episode ‘Let This Be Our First Battlefield.’ They must have found out we were coming.” 
 
    Pulling his cap off, Bill says, “We can’t fight an army. Look at those UE tanks. They’re literal killing machines.” 
 
    “They have a lot of ships, but I bet we have more,” Pete argues. “We might actually be able to pull this off, if we could somehow get everyone on board…” 
 
    “We still haven’t heard from the team,” Bill reminds them. “Without them, we’ll never be able to wrangle all these chidiots.” 
 
    “We’re out of time,” Josh says, nervously twisting his natty beard. “It has to be Todd. As official merch guy, you’re the only one who can unite all the fans. This is your chance to save the team, and maybe the universe. Help us Todd, you’re our only hope.” 
 
    Todd snorts at the thought of trying to organize the confused horde, but as his friends anxiously stare at him through their video feeds, he realizes that they’re serious. 
 
    “Okay Todd,” he whispers to himself. “You can do this. Just think, what would Pants Team Pink do?” He wipes his palms across his battlesuit and glances out at all the misfit scrappers in beat-up, cobbled-together junkers whose fates have been placed in his clammy hands. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    He leans forward and feels around under the dash for his ship’s emergency kit. After a brief struggle, he dislodges the metal box and pries open the lid to access his tools. Holding a screwdriver between his teeth, he climbs up on his chair and carefully unmounts one of the speakers inside the wall, but not without stripping the screws that held it in place. “Great,” he moans.  
 
    When he unmutes the team chat, battling voices spill from the speaker in his hand: 
 
      
 
    BEETLEBONEHEAD: “—got it from a friend of mine. I’m not sure what it does, but it’s supposed to be really powerful, so I’ve been afraid to use it. But now seems like as good a time as ever to try it out.” 
 
      
 
    hieronymussloshed: “I don’t know, I kinda like the plain flavor, like a palate cleanser.” 
 
      
 
    HerotheGirl: “So what is it already?” 
 
      
 
    otaking: “I had the seafood salad flavor once – big mistake.” 
 
      
 
    BEETLEBONEHEAD: “Okay, I’ll tell you. But be careful. It’s up, up, down, down, left, right, left, right, B, A, Select, Start.” 
 
      
 
    hotbodybabe: “Are you looking for a affordable loan of up to 10,000 credits? Than you are come to the right place. You are already been pre-approved. Why are you waiting for? APPLY TODAY for get money NOW!” 
 
      
 
    HerotheGirl: “What are you talking about? What the fish is select?” 
 
      
 
    notcraigfeldspar: “Wow, that’s exactly what I need! I was just thinking I’d love to dig myself into deeper debt. Perfect timing, too. I’m not busy at all. Should I give you my account details right here in the chat? /s” 
 
      
 
    Todd lifts the speaker to his ship’s microphone, and feedback screeches through the cabin. To his surprise, the voices quiet. 
 
    “Listen up!” he clears his throat, trying to sound assertive. “This is Todd, official merch guy of Pants Team Pink. As you know, we were planning to meet up at Ferd’s. But it looks like The Foreman and the Ears beat us here. While I don’t think any of us desire to contribute to the violence and destruction so often visited upon this universe, sometimes the only way forward is to fight. The fight, if there is to be one, comes now.” He opens the public feed, hailing every tired scrapper and fighter in the Foreman and Ear fleets. “I implore all of you, fight with us. Cast off the rusty shackles of the old world, so we might create a new and better one. Denounce tyrants and all those who would pit us against each other in an attempt to reduce our lives to numbers on a balance sheet. There are a lot of them, but there are more of us, and so long as goodness exists, there will always be more of us. We will prevail based on the justness of our cause. Remember, this is about more than the black gold. It’s about taking a stand against the powers that oppress and confine us. This is a fight for good. It is a fight for everything – for you, for me, for the universe, for Pants Team Pink!” Cheers erupt from the speakers. “Now let’s blow these guys and go home. I mean… you know what I mean.” 
 
    Outside, the two armies have ceased firing, apparently distracted by the team’s arrival. With a deep breath, Todd steels himself, and flies toward the Ears’ conspicuous flagship. He hails the ship, and the officer’s image appears on the window, grim and full of rage. 
 
    “Greetings,” Todd says, casually. “I’m Todd.” 
 
    “You are speaking to the vice admiral of the United Empires, Todd,” the Ear says. “State your purpose.” 
 
    “We’ve come for Adam Jones’s grandpa.” 
 
    “What?” The Ear winces. “We already released the old man.” 
 
    “Oh…” Todd says. “Then we’ve come for the black gold.” 
 
    “I don’t know who you people are,” the Ear says, “but the black gold is the property of the United Empires. If you want to keep your lives, you will stay out of our way. However, once we’re finished here, you and your friends are welcome to as much of the scrap as your… distinctive ships can carry.” 
 
    “All we want is the black gold,” Todd says, “and we’re not leaving without it. It is our sincerest hope that you, like, hand it over peacefully, so no one gets hurt. Where we go from here is a choice I leave to you.” 
 
    The Ear’s jaw clenches, and his eyes stretch wide. “You are threatening an officer of the most powerful military organization in the universe! From whom do you receive the authority? Who are you people?!” 
 
    Todd shrugs. “We, like, are the authority. We’re Pants Team Pink!” 
 
    “What the fish is Pants Team Pink?” the Ear shrieks. The scowl on his face contorts into a vicious smirk, one with which Todd is all too familiar; it’s the same look the last spacehead who robbed his store had just before the ackle pulled out his space gun. 
 
    Without thinking, Todd plunges his ship forward, and a crackling firebolt whizzes over him. As the Ear recovers from the shock of missing his target, Todd sees his opening and returns fire. The Ear’s ship bursts apart in a blinding flash, and for a moment everything is still. 
 
    Todd stares at the wreckage and, recovering himself, declares, “The treasure belongs to Pants Team Pink, you guys!” 
 
    Cheering and shouting obscenities, the team unleashes a wild burst of fire that lights the sky. The UE and Foreman fleets hesitate, and their front lines instantly turn into towering walls of white flame. 
 
    With a newfound confidence, Todd enters the fray performing acrobatics of which he didn’t realize he was capable. He makes a mental reminder to tell his mom just how wrong she was about all those years he ‘wasted’ playing video games.  
 
    As he turns to make another pass, a commercial for Ferd’s pops up on the window, obscuring his view. “Have yuh heard? We got it all at—” 
 
    Todd frantically swipes the ad away in time to see a bolt of light shooting toward him. He swerves to avoid it, but not fast enough, and it clips his ship’s hull. The G.S.S. Minnow immediately enters emergency mode; its warning lights begin flashing and it jerkily decelerates. Todd desperately tries to get the ship moving again, but it won’t budge. 
 
    As frenetic fire breaks out around him, he fumbles under the dash for his other emergency kit. A sticker on the front of the box warns, in big red letters, ‘IN CASE OF EMERGENCY CONSUME CONTENTS.’ He carefully places the box in his lap and flips open the lid to reveal four cans of lukewarm Ol’ Guard. The first one goes down so smooth he immediately starts feeling a little better about the whole situation. 
 
    As Todd reaches for his second can, a UE cruiser pulls up outside his window. Unable to think of a better course of action, he cracks the tepid beer and starts guzzling. An opening in the front of the Ear’s ship begins to glow, and Todd braces himself.  
 
    But before the Ear can fire, an official Pants Team Pink team member swoops down and reduces it to scrap. 
 
    “That was a close one,” Todd says, shielding his eyes from the explosion. “In case I don’t make it out of this…” He takes a tape from his duffel bag and pushes it into the player mounted on the dash. As the video starts, the skyline of an ancient Earth city called Seattle is outlined across the window. “The universe ends not with a bang, but with Frasier.”  
 
    As the battle rages around him, Todd can’t help but wonder how differently things might have turned out had Marty never moved into the Elliott Bay Towers. 
 
    While Todd is watching TV and gulping beer, the number of enemy ships begins to dwindle under the team’s relentless assault. When the first big group of contract scrappers deserts the Foreman fleet, it initiates a large-scale retreat, and the team starts spouting off triumphantly. 
 
      
 
    DrunKenSink: “Yahooo! We got ‘em on the run!” 
 
      
 
    lookbehindyouclavin: “The Ears are about to pop!” 
 
      
 
    rerorerorero: “Now it’s time for their punishment, baby.” 
 
      
 
    SPACE ADDICT: “What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    super_macho_man: “My body is just so totally brule!” 
 
      
 
    intoxikate: “They shoulda known not to mess with Pants Team Pink!” 
 
      
 
    haverchuck4president: “TCB, baby! Every day!!!” 
 
      
 
    “What is an Ear to do?” Todd says, cracking open his last beer and toasting the makeshift dawn as fire rains down over what’s left of the UE and Foreman fleets. As the barrage intensifies, the explosions start a chain reaction which swells beyond the size of Ferd’s moon and radiates out in bright, reaching waves, temporarily transforming the eternal night sky into day. 
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    Adam pauses mid-chug and lowers his beer to glance around the cockpit. Grandpa is strapped into the passenger seat, nervously trembling and rubbing his bony fingers together as, outside, a broken-down ICA van which happens to be carrying some very precious cargo is surrounded by an army of militant scrappers. 
 
    “There’s something very familiar about all this…” Adam says. 
 
    Grandpa turns and tells him, “You don’t need it—” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of the universe,” Adam says, before Grandpa can finish. “There’s always more junk.” 
 
    Grandpa puts his hands down and gives Adam a confused look. “Uh, yeah…” 
 
    “Have we been here before?” Adam asks. 
 
    “About to fly recklessly into a hostile armed conflict and to our certain doom?” Grandpa says. “Not to the best of my recollection, no. Though, now that you mention it…” 
 
    “Well then…” Adam finishes off the last sip of his beer and tosses the empty can over his shoulder. “There’s a first time for everything.” He places his hand on the accelerator. But before he can shove it forward, something causes him to hesitate, and a video feed pops up on the window. 
 
    “Looks like I’m going to have to save your life all over again,” Daizy says as her dinky junker pulls up in front of his ship. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” Adam tells her. 
 
    “Stop being such a chidiot,” she says. “That must be The Foreman’s entire fleet out there – tens of thousands of hard contract scrappers who have sold their lives to her. How do you plan to defeat them all?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adam says. “I’ll figure out something. I always do.” 
 
    “You can’t win,” she tells him, her furry triangle ears drooping. “I know it doesn’t seem fair. But you know what they say about all being fair in space love and space war…” 
 
    “That it is?” Adam says. 
 
    “You should listen to her.” Grandpa waves at the screen. “Hello again!” 
 
    “Hi, Grandpa!” Daizy says. 
 
    Elbowing Adam’s arm, Grandpa says, “I stand corrected – that’s the beauty of the universe.” 
 
    While Grandpa and Daizy are busy exchanging pleasantries, a second, endless wave of ships approaches Ferd’s, these displaying the grim black and white markings of the United Empires, and Adam can see his opportunity slipping away. 
 
    “This is my last chance,” Adam says as the giant fleet sails toward the defenseless van. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Daizy says. 
 
    “I’m not crazy,” Adam tells her. “I’m just gold-oriented.” 
 
    “Do whatever you want,” she says. “But if you want to get to the black gold, you’ll have to go through me.” 
 
    “You can’t take on two of the biggest, most advanced armies the universe has ever known all by yourself,” Grandpa says. 
 
    “I have to try,” Adam says. “Nobody ever won by giving up.” 
 
    Their argument is abruptly silenced by an eruption outside as the ICA van bursts into a ball of white flame. The explosion blazes bright for a moment and is quickly snuffed out by the vacuum of space, leaving behind nothing but a smattering of scorched metal. 
 
    “Wh-oa…” Adam says, gawking at the wreck. “That could’ve been me.” 
 
    Daizy smacks herself in the forehead. “That’s what we’ve been trying to tell you.” 
 
    “I just didn’t think…” 
 
    “Yeah, big surprise,” Grandpa says. 
 
    Unable to take his eyes off the window, Adam says, “I’ve been in a lot of scrapes before… I’ve always come out okay.” 
 
    Daizy shakes her head and slumps against the dash. “Yeah, well, you’re welcome.” 
 
    “I would’ve died,” Adam says. “But I’m alive. I’ve been given a second chance. I’m not going to waste it. I vow to live better from now on. I’m going to start taking full advantage of every space second. You’re going to see a whole new me!” He searches the cabin for a way to manifest his renewed lust for life and finally settles for another beer. 
 
    On the other side of the window, a war is erupting. Streamers of white fire rip through metal and flesh with grim efficiency, setting the sky ablaze with technicolor death. 
 
    “Chit, I hope Ferd’s doesn’t get caught in the crossfire,” Adam says. 
 
    “I hope we don’t get caught in it,” Grandpa says, wringing his hands and shaking. 
 
    Looking off-screen, Daizy says, “Grandpa’s right. We should get out of here while we still can.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Adam glances between them, grinning. “This could be a golden opportunity. These chidiots are going to end up destroying themselves. When they do, I’ll get another chance at the black gold.” 
 
    Daizy balls her fists and groans, “Urghh… are you serious? Haven’t you learned anything from this whole mess?” 
 
    Jutting his finger toward the window, Grandpa shouts, “Do you see what’s going on out there?” 
 
    “Don’t you at least want to find out who wins?” Adam asks. 
 
    “I just hope it’s not The Foreman,” Daizy says. “Or she’ll be after me for the rest of my short life.” 
 
    “The Ears are too many and too organized,” Grandpa says. “She’s putting up a good fight, but I don’t think it’s going to be enough.” 
 
    Grandpa’s assessment soon proves accurate as the Ears methodically lay waste to the Foreman fleet. With the battle reaching its climax and the Ears poised to maintain their stranglehold over the black gold, along with the rest of the universe, Adam’s thoughts drift toward Daizy. 
 
    “So… what are you gonna do after this?” he asks her. 
 
    “If I’m not running from The Foreman, who knows?” She shrugs and lets out a nervous laugh. “It’s lucky she pays well. I’ve still got enough saved from the last job to carry me for a while. I’ll probably head back to the starline. Seems like a good place to start. From there, I’ll go where the solar winds take me.” 
 
    “You mean you had plenty of crits this whole time?” Adam says. “But you made me pay for your ticket to Earth.” 
 
    “You’re the reason my ship got wrecked,” she says. “You owed me.” 
 
    Looking into her big wet eyes, he can’t manage to stay angry. “Well, I hope things work out for you.” 
 
    “What about you?” Reaching into a plastic bag lying on the dash, she tosses a brown pellet into her mouth and crunches it between her sharp teeth. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “I’m going to have a beer and a smoke, and then I’ll probably take a nap,” Adam says. “After that, I guess I’ll go back to scrapping together a living. It’s sort of all I know how to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, but besides that,” she says. 
 
    “What do you mean, besides that? What else is there?” 
 
    “Well…” Daizy smirks and her ears perk up. “You could come with me. We could team up. It would be nice to have someone else around for a change. It would be less lonely, anyway.” 
 
    Adam glances over at the old man in the passenger seat. “Thanks, but this is my home. I can’t leave. Who would look after Grandpa?” 
 
    “Oh yeah…” 
 
    “Uchh-hh,” Grandpa clears his throat and nudges Adam in the ribs. 
 
    “What?” Adam asks, but Grandpa just shakes his head. 
 
    As fire furiously crisscrosses the sky and The Foreman’s fleet dwindles, it appears all but certain, barring some universe-upending miracle, that the Ears will emerge victorious. 
 
    “Looks like it’s going to go your way,” Adam says. 
 
    “What the fish is that?” Daizy asks. 
 
    “What? Do I have a booger?” 
 
    “No,” she says. “There’s something behind us.” 
 
    Adam checks his rearview and sees what look like stars bobbing along the edge of space. 
 
    “They’re coming this way,” Daizy warns. 
 
    “Is the universe finally closing in on me?” Adam asks. 
 
    “I don’t think we should stick around to find out,” she says. 
 
    “Would you listen to her?” Grandpa grumbles. 
 
    “Fine, you win,” Adam says. 
 
    Bidding a silent farewell to the black gold, and the life that could have been, Adam pulls his ship around and follows Daizy out into open space. The war gradually shrinks behind him, but small bursts of light continue to flash in his rearview long after the ships have faded into the distance. 
 
    Sailing into the dark, with nowhere to run, the weight of all that has happened finally crashes down on him, and he nearly topples over onto the floor, sobbing. He turns toward the passenger seat to check on Grandpa, but the old man is already dozing, his chin rested on his chest. 
 
    “Well, that’s over,” Adam says, wiping his eyes. “You know,” he tells Daizy, “if you’re looking for someplace to go, you could stay with me. I could clear some space in the back.” 
 
    “No offense,” she says. “But I couldn’t handle living on that ship of yours. It’s a dump. Plus, I like to set my feet on solid ground every once in a while.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I get it.” 
 
    “I mean, thanks,” she says. “It’s really nice of you.” 
 
    For a long while, they stare at each other awkwardly through their video feeds, the sky exploding behind them, until the silence begins to feel as inhospitable as the space between them. 
 
    “So, this is it, I guess,” Adam says. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    Turning away from the screen, Adam tells her, “I just want you to know, it wasn’t so bad hanging out with you, even if I made it seem that way. I had a lot of fun, actually.” 
 
    “I had fun too,” she says. “I’m sorry I lied to you and gave away the black gold. I know how much it meant to you.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s okay. You did the right thing. If it was up to me, I’d be dead right now. So thanks for saving my life, again.” 
 
    “No problem.” Her cheeks turn pink, and he can hear a soft purring coming through her feed. “I’d save you anytime.” 
 
    Adam tries to think of something else to say, to keep her from going, but nothing comes to mind. 
 
    “Well,” Daizy finally says. “Maybe our paths will cross again someday. Until then, goodbye, Adam Jones.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Daizy… Hey, you never told me your last name.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Jones.” 
 
    Adam’s mouth drops. “Your name is Daizy Jones?” 
 
    “It’s a pretty common name. We’re not related or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking. We’re not even the same species.” 
 
    “Hmph, that’s weird,” he says. 
 
    “Eh, not really.” She smiles and winks. “Anyway, see you space pirate…” Her feed cuts out, and with a flash from her ship’s exhaust, she’s gone. 
 
    “See you…” 
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    Adam pulls the Asteroid Jones II into Grandpa’s battered bubble and lands on the edge of the brown lawn. Most of the yard is hidden underneath a lifetime’s worth of overgrown, decaying scrap. A nose and part of a side panel, all that’s left of the original Asteroid Jones, rest against the crumbling house. 
 
    “Someday it’ll all be yours,” Grandpa says, dramatically waving his arm over the window. 
 
    “That’s… something to think about,” Adam says. “Listen, I’m sorry for getting you involved in all of this. And for, you know, almost getting you killed.” 
 
    Grandpa smiles, his eyes tearing. “You have nothing to apologize for. You took me on one last great adventure. I had the time of my life.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good.” Adam sighs. 
 
    “I know you’re upset that you lost the black gold, and you think you didn’t get much in return,” Grandpa says. “But you’ll have plenty of chances to find what you’re looking for. If you’re anything like me, you’ll probably change your mind about what that is a few hundred more times before you do.” 
 
    Adam scowls and turns toward the window. “Wow, I’ve really got a lot to look forward to – a lifetime of frustration and uncertainty.” 
 
    Grandpa laughs. “That’s what life is. Look at me – I’m older than I ever thought I’d be. Every day might be my last. But at some point I realized that that’s always been true. None of this stuff really means anything. The important thing is to live now, because yesterday is gone and tomorrow never comes.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s been real nice spending time with you, Grandpa,” Adam says. “But I want to get to the bar while ‘The Tale of the Black Gold’ is still fresh in my mind. Maybe I can get a couple free beers out of it.” 
 
    “It’s on me.” Grandpa takes out his phone and transfers a few credits to Adam’s account. “Making your way in the world today takes everything you’ve got. But try to remember that life is about more than beer, scrap, and videotapes. Just make sure that whatever you’re after is what you’re really after. It’s easy to get lost in all the junk. 
 
    “A lot of people think that’s what happened to Ponce Raleigh, but he knew what he wanted from the start. As he was nearing the end of his adventure, not long before he disappeared out in deep space, he wrote, ‘If I never find the object of my pursuit, many will say I wasted my life. What they fail to understand is that I succeeded the moment I set sail, for I had already reached my destination.’” 
 
    Adam nods, impatiently tapping the dashboard. 
 
    “Chit, there were times I lost a dream or two,” Grandpa says. “The night is long, Adam, but you might awaken to a brand new life.” 
 
    Adam looks up, uncertainly. “Brand new life?” 
 
    “A brand new life,” Grandpa says, “around the bend.” 
 
    Stepping into the cargo bay, Adam lowers Grandpa to the surface of the ancient space rock, and they wave to each other as the Asteroid Jones II lifts off and leaves the fabricated environment of the dome.  
 
    Adam engages his ship’s autopilot, starts a movie – some stylized, incomprehensible space trip about ESP and black rainbows – and passes out in his seat. He wakes to a blank screen, his ship drifting outside its desolate destination. With some effort, he rouses himself and groggily navigates the airlock to enter the empty lot outside The Tannhäuser Gate. The worn building silently beckons, glowing copper under the soft sheen of the lifeless planet below as Adam disembarks, stretching his tired limbs. 
 
    When he steps inside, he discovers that with the exceptions of himself and the bartender, there isn’t another soul in the place. “It’s kind of slow today,” he observes. 
 
    “Yep,” the muscly, mutton-chopped man behind the bar grumbles. “There’s some big war going on. S’got everybody excited. They’re all out scrapping. Meanwhile, I got an empty bar. Are you gonna order something?” 
 
    “Give me an Ol’ Guard,” Adam says.  
 
    He sits at the window and watches the surface of the neighboring planet storm beneath sheets of swirling brown and orange. Grimy fans spin on the ceiling but do little to cut the stifling air; their chains rattle rhythmically, marking the seconds as they tick past. He loses track of time, but he has no place to be, and for a while he sits in front of an empty can, swirling the few drops at the bottom that he can never quite manage to suck out. 
 
    Instead of ordering another beer, he heads back to his ship and opens a list of destinations on the window. None of the options are particularly appealing, but he selects one anyway. Conscious of the trip for only brief moments between starry-eyed stupors, he eventually wakes to find himself hovering outside Space Den. 
 
    “Ooh, Mr. Jones,” Ms. Chibois greets him as he steps into the lobby. “Where have you been? I was starting to get worried.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been around,” Adam says. 
 
    She stands under him and frowns. “You look down. What is wrong?” 
 
    “I’m just feeling a little worn out, that’s all,” he tells her. 
 
    “Well, don’t worry.” She grins. “I will lift your spirits.” 
 
    She takes his arm and guides him toward the curtain behind the counter, but he stops her before they reach it. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” he says, “I don’t have the crits.” 
 
    “Oh…” Her smile fades, and her voice drops. “The special, then?” 
 
    She turns him around and leads him into the tiny room off the lobby. His stomach knots the moment the sour smell hits his nostrils. Guiding him past squirming, half-conscious spaceheads, she sits him down in an open spot against the wall. 
 
    “I’ll give you a little extra,” she whispers, as she takes the dirty pipe from her pocket and presses a block of red putty into the bowl. 
 
    Adam places the pipe to his lips, and Ms. Chibois holds a flame to it. But before he sucks the hot smoke into his lungs, he hesitates, glancing at the sweaty, mumbling bodies crammed in all around him. They shake convulsively or lie motionless on the stained tile floor. Their skin and clothes are even filthier than his own. On the other side of the room, a humanoid not unlike Adam wakes and, upon realizing where he is, slumps back against the wall and stares into space with his mouth hanging open, exposing half a dozen crooked brown teeth poking from enflamed, tar-stained gums. 
 
    Adam suddenly jumps to his feet, shoving the pipe back into Ms. Chibois’s hand. “I’m sorry, I changed my mind. I have to go.” 
 
    “Hey, you didn’t pay!” she shouts after him as he darts across the room and out the front door. 
 
    Clambering aboard the Asteroid Jones II, he sets his destination to the starline, and a few starry-eyed hours later, he arrives outside the giant glowing tunnel. He pulls his ship to the back of the shortest line and impatiently taps his finger on the dash, mumbling, “Come on, come on, come on…” 
 
    At the window, a techno-geek with modded video irises and a bunch of face piercings expressionlessly droans, “Please, like, state your destination.” 
 
    “I don’t need a ticket,” Adam says. “I’m just trying to find a friend of mine who’s already inside.” 
 
    “I can’t let you in without a ticket.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go anywhere,” Adam insists. “I’ll come right back out.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what someone trying to scam a free ride would say,” the kid squawks, his corneas flickering from whatever he’s watching. “Do you see how many ships are in there? You could disappear in a space second. Why would I risk my job for you?” 
 
    Adam throws his hands up and glances around his cabin for moral support, but he doesn’t find any. “Just give me a ticket to Earth,” he grumbles, and a contract appears on the window. He jams his thumb to it, agreeing to an obscene interest rate on the new debt he’s incurring, and watches his bank account plummet back into the red. “Are you happy? I just had that paid off.” 
 
    The kid stares, blank-faced, and instructs, “Please pull forward.” 
 
    Ships zip in and out of virtual cubicles stacked from floor to ceiling, wall to wall, all across the planet-sized station. Gazing out at the sweeping rush of speeding spacecraft, Adam quickly realizes it would take him a lifetime to search every spot, and by then she’d probably be gone. 
 
    “Does everything have to be a fishing pain in the ack?!” He switches to the public channel and, over countless chatting voices, shouts, “EXCUSE THE INTERRUPTION! I’M LOOKING FOR DAIZY JONES. CAN SOMEBODY HELP ME FIND DAIZY JONES?” 
 
    “Brule it with the caps,” somebody says, and the voices resume chattering.  
 
    Just as Adam begins to come to terms with the fact that he’s never going to see her again, somebody announces, “I found her. She’s parked in space 1ACV01.” 
 
    Before he has time to think, he pulls his ship around and flies up along the edge of the grid, plunging into a tangle of traffic. Glancing at the glowing map on his window, he realizes he’s headed in the wrong direction, and without bothering to check his mirror, he swerves back around, cutting off a speeding attack ball and nearly crashing into a bulk prawn freighter. When he finally finds the space he’s looking for, he’s relieved to see the dinky one-seater parked inside. 
 
    He hails the ship, and she appears on his window, smiling and shaking her head. “Adam Jones… what the fish are you doing here?” 
 
    “Are you really going to make me say it?” Adam asks. 
 
    “Yes, I think I’d enjoy seeing you grovel,” Daizy says. 
 
    “I came to find you, to take you up on your offer from before.” 
 
    She stops smiling, and her triangle ears stick up. “Oh, I thought you were going to ask for your clothes back.” 
 
    “The past few days have been the best of my life,” he says. “I was in a space rut. I thought it was the black gold that got me excited about scrapping again. But losing it made me realize that it was never really the black gold I was after. It was you.” 
 
    She glances away from the camera, shaking her head, and says, “Chut up, you chidiot, and kiss me.” 
 
    As Adam awkwardly presses his lips to the camera, cheers and sappy well-wishes resound through his ship’s cockpit. “Chit, I thought I switched to a private channel.” 
 
    “There’s just one problem,” Daizy says. “I already paid for my ticket, and it was made painfully clear that all sales are final. They wouldn’t have let you in here without one, so where are you headed?” 
 
    “Earth.” 
 
    “Oh no…” she moans. 
 
    “What?” Adam sighs, slumping against the dash. “Are we about to end up on opposite ends of the universe?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m on my way to Earth, too. Figured I’d try to get that Todd guy to help me upgrade my ship. I was just hoping to get a break from saving your life for a while. But if I don’t do it, who will?” 
 
    Adam laughs and juts his thumb out at her as the crowd claps and hollers. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” she asks, glaring. “We’ve given these people enough entertainment. Let’s get the fish out of here already, Asteroid Jones.” 
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    “I can’t believe we missed the whole thing,” Pants moans as she guides her ship through the debris. 
 
    “If we hadn’t skipped school yesterday we would’ve been here on time,” Beer complains from the corner of the window. “I blame The One.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not my fault,” The One says, knocking his hand into the camera. “Thank Pants and her fans.” 
 
    “The fans saved our lives,” Pants argues. “Look at this place.” 
 
    Burnt metal and broken bits of electronics lightly clink against her ship’s hard, protective fur as it wades through the wreckage. Not long before they arrived, videos from their fans had started pouring in from the front line of the biggest war in the history of the universe. But now it’s over, and all that’s left is a big pile of scrap. 
 
    “I found him,” Horton calls out. “He seems okay.” 
 
    After a moment, Todd’s disheveled, greasy image appears on the window. “Where were you guys? You totally missed it!” 
 
    “We were in detention,” Beer grumbles. “So, what happened?” 
 
    “What happened?” Todd leans away from the camera and rummages around off-screen. When he returns, he’s holding a dented can of Ol’ Guard. “Pants Team Pink clobbered the Foremen and the Ears – that’s what happened!” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” The One says. 
 
    “No joke,” Todd says, guzzling his beer and wiping a hand across his mouth. “Every fan with a ship was out here.” 
 
    “Just to confirm, you’re saying that Pants’s fans somehow defeated The Foreman and the entire UE army?” Horton asks, skeptically. 
 
    “Well, yeah…” 
 
    “Yay!” Pants cries. “You did it, you guys! No one can beat Pants Team Pink!” 
 
    “But, how?” Horton demands. 
 
    “Well, BUAAA,” Todd belches. “It wasn’t easy. Without you guys, the team was a mess. But someone had to rally the fans. I just thought about Pants and, inspired by her leadership, decided to take action.” 
 
    “Pants’s leadership?” The One says. “Everybody knows I’m the glue that holds this team together!” 
 
    “So, I got up in the top Ear’s space,” Todd continues. “You know, he was yelling and threatening me, giving me the space business. But I looked him in the eye and told him, I said, ‘I don’t think you know who you’re talking to, pal. We’re Pants Team Pink, defenders of the universe, and we don’t take chit from no one.’ Then he started to whine, you know, and apologize. But I knew it was all just a trick.” 
 
    “No way,” Pants says. 
 
    “Way,” Todd says. “He was trying to get me to let my Ol’ Guard down, but I just squeezed my can tight and sent his ack to space hell.” 
 
    “Whoa,” The One says. “This is crazy. Todd might actually be bruler than I thought.” 
 
    “Todd is totally brule, you guys,” Pants declares. 
 
    “After that,” Todd says, crushing his empty can and tossing it over his shoulder, “it was all over. I heard The Foreman got wrecked before we even got there, and with their leader out of the picture, the Ears were too disoriented to mount an effective counterattack. They never saw us coming.” 
 
    “But what about the Asteroid Jones II, and the black gold?” Beer asks. 
 
    “I never saw them.” Todd shrugs. “I’d be surprised if either one of them survived.” 
 
    Pants glances out ahead, frowning, as her ship slowly pushes through the rubble. “I hope Daizy and Adam got out okay.” 
 
    “I guess that’s the end of this adventure,” Beer says. “So, what’s next?” 
 
    “We should head home soon,” Horton says. “We have to get back in time for school tomorrow, or today, or whatever.” 
 
    “Ugh,” The One groans. “Can’t we go to virtual school?” 
 
    “You already tried that, remember?” Beer says. “You just went even less.” 
 
    The One squints and stares off into space for a moment. “Oh yeah…” 
 
    As Pants searches the remains, hoping not to find any fragments of the Asteroid Jones II, she spots something peculiar – a small patch of dark space, like a shadow cast on the surrounding night sky. “Hey, hold on a second you guys.” 
 
    “What’s up, Pants?” Horton asks. 
 
    “I want to check something out before we leave.” 
 
    “Come on, Pants,” The One complains. “We’re never gonna find anything in all this scrap.” 
 
    “It’ll only take a space minute,” she says, sending her fans to commercial. “Be right back.” 
 
    Jumping up from her seat, Pants slips into her furry pink spacesuit, gives herself a big hug, and climbs through the airlock. Once she’s outside, she fastens her tether to the hull, tugging on it to make sure it’s secure, and then gently pushes off from the ship princessfluffypants toward the dark glow. Using her suit’s thrusters to adjust her trajectory, she warily makes her approach, swiping away the small hunks of scorched metal that litter her path. When she gets closer, she sees that the darkness is emanating from an object at the end of a short, pale staff. She reaches out and snatches it, but when she realizes what she’s holding, she almost chucks it away. The arm is white and frosted over, its hand frozen in a permanent claw. 
 
    “Eww…” She cringes as she peels its fingers back and they crack apart, shedding fragments of icy skin. After a brief struggle, she manages to pry the object out of the hand’s frigid grasp, and she flings the arm out into space. 
 
    Clambering back inside the comforting pink walls of her cozy ship, she rips her smiling helmet off and tosses it, bouncing, to the floor. 
 
    “I found it,” she shouts, giddily, holding the dark object up to her ship’s camera. 
 
    “No way…” Todd stares through his feed in wide-eyed awe. “The black gold!” 
 
    “Ho-ly chit,” The One says. 
 
    Horton’s feed suddenly comes to life, marking his first appearance in Pants Team Pink history. Little more than a shadow inside his dark cockpit, he says, “I will never again doubt the power of Pants Team Pink.” 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” The One says. “What are we gonna do with it?” 
 
    “Pants found it,” Beer reminds them. “That means it’s up to her.” 
 
    “Oh great,” The One moans. “She’ll probably use it to turn the world pink or something.” 
 
    “It’s been a long and exciting adventure, you guys,” Pants says, grinning and turning the cube over in her hands as it greedily sucks the light out of her cabin. “We traveled across the universe, saw all kinds of brule stuff, defeated the forces of evil, and made a ton of new friends along the way. But we couldn’t have done any of it without all of you. That’s why I want to know what you think we should do with the black gold.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” The One says. “Pants, are you talking to us, or your fans?” 
 
    “I’m talking to all of you.” 
 
    “You mean your fans are watching this?” Horton asks. 
 
    “Of course,” she says. “They’re all official members of Pants Team Pink now.” 
 
    Horton’s feed cuts back out. “Quit doing that! Now everyone knows what I look like.” 
 
    “Now everybody in the universe knows we have the black gold!” Beer shouts. 
 
    “Chill out, you guys,” Pants tells them. “We can’t keep secrets from the team. The black gold belongs to all of us. Together we’ll figure out something amazing to do with it. I just know it!” 
 
    “Now that you mention it,” Beer says, “I can’t think of anything.” 
 
    “Hmph.” The One scrunches his face and stares off-screen. “I can’t even remember why we were looking for it in the first place.” 
 
    “For fun, of course!” Pants says. 
 
    “Whatever we do, we need to be very careful,” Horton cautions. “We have no idea what that thing is capable of. All we know is that a lot of people died for it.” 
 
    “Horton’s right,” Beer says. “All the most evil forces in the universe are gonna be after us, and probably a bunch of the good ones, too.” 
 
    “No matter what comes our way, Pants Team Pink will win the day,” Pants declares. “We can do anything by working with each other!” 
 
    The One frowns and grabs his stomach. “Well, before we do anything, can we please get something to eat? I’m starving.” 
 
    “We found the rarest, most valuable object in the entire universe,” Beer says, “and all you can think about is food.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t be mad, bro, just because I know what I want. What is there to think about, anyway? Let’s sell the thing and split the money.” 
 
    “I have to side with The One on this one,” Todd says. “I’ve got a hankering for a tossed salad and a big ol’ plate of scrambled eggs!” 
 
    “Whatever happens, we can’t let it fall into the wrong hands,” Horton says. “We have a serious responsibility. If we really stand for the things we say we do, we have to act like it. We can’t put the whole universe in danger for a few crits.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” The One moans. “This is all very nice and good, but can we get out of here already?” 
 
    “What adventures will the team get into next, you guys?” Pants wonders aloud. “Will they ever find out what happened to the Asteroid Jones II, and what will they do with the black gold?” 
 
    “Who cares?” The One rudely interjects. 
 
    “Will they make it to school on time?” Pants continues. “And where will they stop to eat? Join us next time as we find out the answers to these thrilling questions and more, on Pants Team Pink!” She winks and holds her fingers out at the camera in a ‘V.’ “See you next time, you guys!” 
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    “They was s’pose tuh be right ‘rount here somewheres,” Spez says. “But I kin hartly see anythin’ in this mess.” 
 
    Hunks of scrap bounce off his ship’s armored hull as it plows through a dense patch of debris. Ferd’s glows bright in the distance, the parking lot overrun with greedy scrappers. 
 
    “How’it yuh git this gig, anyway?” Tobi asks. 
 
    “A big chit-loat a ships was out here breakin’ down,” Spez says. “Fert ran out a tow ships, so I offer’t tuh help out. Pait me double the normal haulin’ rate, up front. Threw in a case a Ol’ Guart, too.” Reaching down into the box next to his seat, Spez grabs a couple beers and tosses one to Tobi. 
 
    “What’s the ship s’pose tuh look like, anyway?” Tobi asks, dribbling beer onto his greasy tank top. 
 
    “It’s one a them ICA vans,” Spez says. 
 
    “Well, I don’t see it.” 
 
    Spez turns to glare at his dopey companion. “Neither do I, bit jist keep yer eye out, will yuh?” 
 
    “Will do,” Tobi says, opening his eyestalks wide and stretching them toward opposite ends of the window. 
 
    Junkers from around the universe roam the litter field, scooping up sheets of shredded metal, impossible-to-obtain military hardware, and any other valuable trash they can get their grubby hands on. Giant trawlers from Ferd’s are already out collecting loads of the stuff and hauling it back to his moon for sorting. Another space week and the place will be picked clean. 
 
    “I guess we know what they was fightin’ over this time,” Tobi says. “But what a yuh think the black golt is?” 
 
    Spez waves his hairy paw over the window. “The stuff that dreams are made of, Tob – nothin’.” 
 
    “Then why’it erryboty want it so bat?” 
 
    “Cuz erryboty else want’it it. Don’t yuh git it, Tob?” 
 
    Tobi turns his eyes toward the driver’s seat and his toothless green maw twists up. “I think it’ll end up bein’ somethin’. Pants Team Pink’ll fig’er it out.” 
 
    “Yuh might be right,” Spez says, “if any a it was real.” 
 
    “What a yuh mean, if it was real?” 
 
    “Wake up, Tob,” Spez grumbles as he swerves the ship around a wide, jagged slab of mangled metal, splashing part of his beer onto the floor. “They want yuh tuh think it happen’t, good triumph’t over evil ant all that. But like most things, it was obv’ously jist a trick tuh git yuh tuh think somethin’, or buy somethin’. Come on, black golt?” 
 
    “I don’t b’lieve it,” Tobi says. “Pants Team Pink wit never lie tuh ther fans.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Spez reaches behind him for an old t-shirt and tosses it over the puddle of beer. “What ‘bout the way the new character, Tot, show’t up jist in time tuh save the day? Ant do yuh really b’lieve a bunch a reg’lar scrappers beat the Ferman’s fleet ant a whole army a Ears? I jist don’t buy it. It all work’t out a little too perfect, if yuh ask me. BUAAA,” he belches. 
 
    “Ther was way more fans thin Ears or Fermen, and Tot is ther merch guy,” Tobi argues. “They mention’t him in other episotes, I think. It’s not like he jist appear’t out a thin space.” 
 
    “Ant I s’pose it was jist a coincitence that it happen’t at Fert’s?” Spez says. “Ther always showin’ c’mmercials fer the place, ant then a war jist happen’t tuh break out in the parkin’ lot? Ther ‘fans’ was probly a bunch a Fert’s cust’mers. I bit ol’ Fert was in on the whole thing. He might a even pait ‘em tuh do it. Probly not much…” 
 
    “I don’t care what yuh say,” Tobi says. “I know it really happen’t.” 
 
    “Git real, Tob. It’s a decent show, I’ll give yuh that, but that’s all it is – a show. And the black golt is jist one a them things. What’cha call it… a Macgyver.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “You know, like a gimmick,” Spez says. “Somethin’ tuh keep the characters busy.” 
 
    “Well, what ‘bout all a this?” Tobi points his beer at the mess surrounding them. “How dit all a this scrap get here?” 
 
    “Hmph, that’s a het scratcher,” Spez says. “May be Fert dump’t a bunch a stuff from his warehouse out here, fer show.” 
 
    “This ain’t stuff out a Fert’s warehouse,” Tobi says. “Look at it. The only time I seen this kine’t a scrap is after a war.” 
 
    Spez skeptically gazes out over the rubble, wiping beer foam from his beard. “Yuh know somethin’, Tob? I hope yer right. I hope it was all real. At least then we’it be rit a the Ears.” 
 
    As the weary travelers resume searching for the busted van, they’re hailed by an approaching cruiser, and Spez switches to the public channel. “What kin I do fer yuh, frient?” 
 
    A four-eyed humanoid glares out at them from a spotless cockpit and shouts, “You can get your big ugly heap out of my way, that’s what! Your wake is throwing scrap everywhere. Some of it hit my ship!” 
 
    “We still have tuh put up with all the other ackles, though,” Spez tells Tobi, glancing in his rearview at the sparkling red Spacehog pulled up behind them. “That’s the kine’t a ship yuh drive to a pageant, not scrappin’. This must be yer first day.” 
 
    The guy’s purple lips purse and twist up, and he juts his thumb out at them, unleashing a string of expletives as he attempts to steer his shiny ship around the omnipresent debris. 
 
    Tobi takes another beer from the case on the floor and leans back in his worn seat. “Hey, maybe we shit have are own show. If a bunch a kids kin do it…” 
 
    “I don’t wanna be on no show,” Spez says. “Besites, what’it it be ‘bout, us two chitiots workin’ and drinkin’? Noboty’s gon’ wanna watch that. They ‘rety got ther lives.” 
 
    “That’s not all we’it do,” Tobi says. “We’it travel ‘rount the universe and search fer things, like Pants Team Pink. And we‘it call it The Spez and Tobi Hour, after us, and cuz that’s ‘bout as long as I can be ‘on.’” 
 
    “Nah,” Spez says. 
 
    Tobi smirks and gulps his beer. “Yeah, may be yer right. Hey, yuh got anymore a that popcorn?” 
 
    “That chit’s too expensive. I got some new ant improv’t rations, though.” 
 
    “Pass,” Tobi says. 
 
    As they squabble over what to do for dinner, a light on the dash starts blinking and Spez groans. He flicks the switch and forces a wide grin as his boss’s lumpy pink torso appears on the window. “Hey ther, Mr. Steel. Sorry I’m late. Yuh don’t know what’s been goin’ on out here.” 
 
    “No need to apologize, Spez,” Mr. Steel says. “As a matter of fact, it’s I who owe you the apology. All this time I thought you were just making up excuses so you could goof off.” 
 
    Spez and Tobi exchange a knowing glance. 
 
    “But the truth is, you’ve been out there making deliveries, braving war zones, risking your life to get the job done all along.” Mr. Steel pauses, and for a moment it almost sounds as if he’s getting choked up. “And all I’ve done is give you a hard time. I’m sorry for how I’ve treated you and your friend there…” 
 
    “Tobi,” Spez says. 
 
    Mr. Steel turns toward the passenger seat. “Ahh yes, poor, sweet, simple Tobi. I owe you the biggest apology of all.” 
 
    Tobi just stares at the screen with a confused look. 
 
    “Uh, yuh okay Mr. Steel?” Spez asks. 
 
    Mr. Steel laughs, shaking his corpulent cranium. “I’m much better than okay, Spez.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the weirt part,” Spez says. “I kin’t ‘member the last time yuh wasn’t yellin’ at me.” 
 
    “Well Spez, dear loyal employee, the space tide has turned.” Mr. Steel lights a cigar and the screen fills with neon pink smoke. “Between the Foremen hijacking our deliveries and the UE trade embargo, things were beginning to look pret-ty bleak. But that’s all over now, and life is sweet, for a change.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s good news, then,” Spez says. 
 
    “It sure as chit is,” Mr. Steel says. “And I owe it all to Pants Team Pink. I love those kids. Hachh, hachh, hachh,” he hacks. “It’s been so long, I forget how to laugh, but you get the idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m startin’ tuh come ‘rount myself,” Spez says. 
 
    “Why don’t you take the rest of the night off,” Mr. Steel says. “We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us. In fact, Tobi, if you want it, you’ve got a job starting tomorrow.” 
 
    “Uh yeah, that’it be great,” Tobi says. 
 
    “In the meantime, go get yourselves something to eat, on me,” Mr. Steel orders, with an exploratory smile. “And then get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a real good day.” He winks, holds his fingers up in a ‘V,’ and his feed cuts out. 
 
    “Wow, dinner ant a job,” Tobi says. “Now do yuh b’lieve it really happen’t?” 
 
    Spez crushes his can and reaches down for another cool one. “Chit, fer a free meal, I’ll b’lieve anythin’ they want me tuh b’lieve.” 
 
    “Yuh think wer ever gon’ fine’t that ICA ship?” Tobi asks. 
 
    “Well, I still ain’t seen it,” Spez says. “It must a ‘rety got pick’t up. Lit’s git out a here. We kin stop at Moon Burger ant then het out tuh Scrapper’s Delight. We d‘serve tuh have a little fun fer a change.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a secont,” Tobi says. “Look at that.” 
 
    He points out ahead of their ship, toward a charred metal skeleton floating amongst the debris. Its limbs are twisted back, and its face is contorted into a mad grimace, staring out at the stars in permanent agony. 
 
    “We ain’t scrappin’,” Spez says. 
 
    Tobi turns toward the driver’s seat, his cheeks blue. “Is it weirt that seein’ that thing is gettin’ me sorta… excitet?” 
 
    “Nothin’s weirt, Tob,” Spez says. “Or errythin’ is. I don’t know. ‘Bout the only thing I do know is not tuh git involv’t with anythin’ that kin make this big a mess.” 
 
    “I bet Fert’it pay a shiploat a crits fer somethin’ like that, though,” Tobi says. “Ther’s probly all sorts a amazin’ treasure out ther.” 
 
    “Eh, fergit it, Tob,” Spez says, shifting his rig into gear and steering it away from the rubble. “It’s jist a bunch a space junk.” 
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    My first inkling of this book came about from a need to write something fun. I had just finished my first, unpublished, novel and was drained, intellectually and emotionally, from two years of digging up and interpreting the experiences and feelings that led me to begin writing in earnest. I knew that if I was going to continue I needed to work on something that would fuel itself, because I was all out. I asked myself and the ether and any gods that might be listening, what was the thing I always wanted to write once I could write? Almost before I finished the question, I knew. I had always known, it seemed, that space was the place. 
 
    What followed were three grueling, exciting, frustrating, fulfilling, painful, enlightening years full of space, beer, and videotapes. My hope is that the words on the preceding pages remind you that the universe is, fundamentally, magic.  
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    Andrew Bixler hails from the same hometown as The Beav. He writes fiction, hundred proof, takes your roots out. He is also co-host of Big Orange Couch: The 90s Nickelodeon Podcast. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For more about the author, news about upcoming books, and contact information, visit andrewbixler.com and twitter @andrewofbixler 
 
      
 
    For more about the Big Orange Couch podcast, visit bigorangecouch.podbean.com and twitter @BOCpodcast 
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    I am grateful that you chose to spend your hard-earned crits on my book. Since I am my own publisher, I receive a larger portion of the revenue than I would under a traditional publishing house. But it also means that I don’t have the weight of a big corporation to market it. If you enjoyed this book, please spread the word to every sci-fi adventure fan you know. The fate of my world depends on it! 
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    If you’ve come this far, maybe you’re willing to come a little further. I am an independent author, and I can use all the feedback I can get. Let me know what you think of this book by leaving a review on Amazon! 
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