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Foreword


Cowboys.

I have a fondness for cowboys and Western-themed fiction, maybe from cutting my teeth on the Louis L’Amour collection that belonged to my father; or day work punching cows in the Panhandle because I needed the extra money, but I’m pretty sure that I’m not the only one.

There’s something about the rugged individualism of the cowboy that strikes a chord in all of us. There is a simplicity, a feeling that the world is clearer, brighter, and makes more sense in stories about cowboys. Definitely a certain romanticism.

This is true even in speculative fiction/science fiction: Remember that the original Star Trek was described to the studios as “Wagon Train to the stars” by Gene Roddenberry. Who can deny the stubborn popularity of Firefly?

When you look at Han Solo with his open-carried blaster in a drop-leg fast-draw holster, and his leather vest — cowboy. All the way.

When humanity finally leaves their Mother for the vast frontier of the stars, cowboys will be needed. Tough men and women who understand the land, foreign though it may be; and understand the animals, alien though they may be, with the toughness to not only survive, but drag a living out of hostile new country, and the grit to make decisions without relying on distant orders.

Modern cowboys might not understand how the tools of their future compatriots work, or know which end of the critter the babies come out of, or what all the local dangers might be; but they’ll see the drink being sipped first thing in the morning, and while it might not be black, or even from a bean, they’ll understand. And fences are the same, whether barbed wire or energy; and weather is a bastard, no matter in the 21st century or the 25th.

I am proud to bring you the imagination of ten more authors, who describe what the lives of cowboys might be in the future, for your reading enjoyment.

LawDog

Tiny Town, Texas

2023


Rocky Rodeo
Tuvela Thomas


Afeeling of exultation emanated from across the room.

Jonathan Claymore leaned his fifteen-year-old frame against the bar. His medium brown hair had faded to nearly blonde and his tanned hand grasped the handle of a foaming mug sitting on the wood surface of the bar. The bare wood showed in a long streak down the bar where the passage of countless mugs had stripped the varnish away. Clay glanced around the room, his eyes pausing on the “painting” on the wall. It shifted from a lady in green to the same lady in lacy undergarments.

He flicked his eyes away, regretfully, and spun his stool around to better watch the crowd. He rolled his shoulder a few times and rubbed a tight deltoid muscle. Pop was old-fashioned and insisted he swing a real hammer and pick before he could use the “fancy” equipment. Not that he’d tell the old man, but he’d begun to enjoy the work and its effect on his growing frame. The ladies hadn’t noticed him last time into town; he’d gotten a few smiles and a saucy wink this time around.

The floor creaked underfoot, as though the prefabricated building were truly the antique it appeared to be. Speakers under the floor, he thought. Raucous laughter flowed from the upstairs compartments, and he wondered if those sounds were piped in, too. Round tables were spread around the floor space by the bar and a small stage for live entertainments in the far corner. A lively poker game was underway at a table near the door. His grandfather, Pop, chatted happily with the bartender just a few stools down. The room smelled of beer, whiskey, and bravado.

The young man wrinkled his nose and took a long swig of his sassparilla. He kept his sixth sense tamped down in this room. It was too chaotic to operate at full ‘pathic sensitivity in the saloon. The moderate telepathy of his mother’s family had been passed to him in spades. Clay was learning to make use of those skills as his powers matured.

He’d been keen last time he was in town to take up with one of the ladies upstairs and damn the condemnation of his grandmother. But his old Pop had tapped him on the temple with a finger, using their established cue to use ‘path. He’d taken a look at a few of those ladies’ minds and changed his own. They smiled and coquetted, but inside they hated it. And some of them were thoroughly broken. He could wait for willing partners he didn’t have to pay for. He glanced at one of the portraits again, wrapped in a baroque frame. They sure did look good, though, with the—

There it was again, a feeling of exuberance from the poker table. Nothing unusual about that other than the strength of the projection. Any human could “leak” without meaning to do so, but sending with such vigor meant another functional ‘path was present. A poorly shielded telepath…playing poker.

Clay checked to make sure his own shields were snug and scooped up his mug. He stopped by his grandfather, with a nod for the bartender in a crisp white shirt and black vest. Pop was wearing blue jeans and a bright green, long-sleeve shirt. His white beard reached the middle of his chest. His green eyes looked keenly at the boy, who was nearing eye level with him. “Pop, I’m going to watch the game.”

“Don’t lose all your earnings in one night,” he said with a slightly raspy voice.

Clay chuckled. “I’m just going to watch,” he said as he touched a finger to his temple.

Pop nodded and raised his glass in Clay’s direction, then turned back to his conversation with the barkeep. Clay smiled and wandered over to the poker table. A game was almost always going on while the saloon was open for business. Four players sat at the table, minding their cards.

They were playing a variation of Five Card Draw. Clay didn’t watch the cards, though. He watched the currents of ‘path around the players. After a couple of hands, Clay moseyed back over to his grandfather and the bartender.

“Pop, can you spot me a stake in the game?”

His grandfather’s eyes narrowed, but the bartender leaned in close and said quietly, “Did you spot how he’s cheating?” Clay nodded once and then broke into a broad grin. The bartender grinned back, opened the heavy brass register, and pulled a wad of cash and said, “If you can clean him out, you can keep the stake and whatever you win off him.”

Clay took the wad deftly and stuffed it into his pocket. “We couldn’t figure how he was cheating, but I knew no one was that lucky,” the bartender said to Jacob Claymore. “Even with all the cameras and a watcher close by, we couldn’t reckon how it was going down.”

Jacob rumbled softly to his grandson, “You be careful now. Guns have been drawn over poker tables before. And if you’re doing what I think you’re doing… You just be careful.”

Clay looked earnestly at him. “I’ll be careful, old man. I’m better than he is.”

“Pride goeth before destruction.”

“You worry too much. This is going to be fun,” Clay patted him on the shoulder and swaggered over to the table. He started building the mask before he sat down to the game. The young telepath had an internal masquerade to work from and it was done quickly. This mask was that of a fresh-faced boy who had real money in his pocket for the first time: a facade to present to the other telepath across the table from him. The mask was eager to play and win big; he was an arrogant ass. Behind that sat Clay, smugly playing the cards and reading his opponent’s use of ‘path.

Like any good hustler, Clay started by losing. He limped along in the game for a time. Then he began building his supply of chips, so he was ready when it came: the hand. Aces. Inwardly, Clay grinned. He “peeked” at the other players’ cards by looking through their eyes. The mask projected that the hand he was holding was terrible, but he’d been having a good streak. He would bluff hard. The other ‘path across the table felt confident, raising and raising. The stakes grew until a pile of chips and cash sat in the middle of the felt-topped table like a dragon’s horde.

Clay called and laid his hand down.

“But that’s impossible,” cried the cheater with wide eyes. He paled as he considered his losses.

The saloon’s muscle loomed in close. “How’s that impossible?”

“Well, I—” The cheat’s skin began to look ashen.

“You don’t mean to say that someone at this table is cheating, do you?”

“Why, no! I—”

“You’ve been cheating, and this boy got you figured. Beat you at your own cheat, didn’t he?” The bouncer seized the man by his shirt front and drew him towards the exit.

The other players went red in the face. Chairs slid back and toppled as they rose to their feet. Clay smiled at them in a friendly way. “Take what’s yours from the pot, gents.” They each pocketed what was theirs and a little extra, but Clay didn’t mind. He was coming out well ahead, so he could afford to be generous. The cheater had dug deep to keep raising back.

The man had been dragged out the door into the warm evening. If there were painful frantic yells from the street just outside, no one in the saloon made any mention of it. Clay didn’t pay for another drink the whole evening.

Clay staggered into the common room of the hotel where breakfast was being served. He sat across from his grandfather with his head in his hands and moaned. His Pop chuckled. “You need coffee and lots of water.”

“Not so loud. Please,” he pleaded with the older man.

Pop chuckled again and left the table. A few minutes later, a plate of eggs, bacon, and hash browns appeared in his field of view, along with a chipped mug of strong black coffee. “Eat and drink, boy. We’ve got to buy supplies for the claim today.”

Feeling slightly better after eating, Clay leaned back in his seat as a tall lean stranger approached the table. The man nodded in greeting. “May I join you?”

Pop Claymore gestured at the available chair. “What’s on your mind?” he asked, as the man whipped the chair around and sat on it backwards.

He pulled a flask from the inside of his tan, knee-length duster and took a swig, then offered it to Clay. “Hair of the dog?” Clay shrugged and took a sip from the flask. The contents burned and slid smoothly down his throat. It left a smoky aftertaste on his tongue. “My name’s Tex. I heard you made a bit of money at the saloon last night. How’d you like to make more? A lot more?”

Clay exchanged a glance with his grandfather. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“We’ve got a rodeo rolling in this next week and I want you to work security there like you did at the saloon.”

Pop spoke up. “I seen posters for that rodeo. I heard we’re gonna see some genuine Dutchies in the ring.”

Tex nodded heartily. “That’s right. We’ve got the premier auroch riders coming in from all over this sector. Rockie riding is big money—enough money, some folks might try to cheat like your card sharp was cheating last night.” Turning to Clay, he went on quietly, “That’s where you come in, young man.” Tex looked between the two Claymore men and added, “I’m staying in Room 32. You can think about it and let me know.” Tex stood up and replaced the chair, pushing it in before sweeping out of the room.

“Interesting,” Pop said.

“Very,” said Clay.

“You’ve already decided to do it, haven’t you?”

“Well, I did good last night. Why not?”

Pop stirred the dregs of his coffee. “It’s not like last night. At least, last night, I knew who to shoot if you started acting like you oughtn’t. I’m no ‘path; I can’t help you if you get into trouble. Tens of thousands turn out to watch the auroch riding.” Pop’s hand trembled slightly as he set the spoon down on the table.

Clay could feel his grandfather’s concern. The old man was worried again. Clay grinned and turned on a dash of charisma. “It’ll be okay, Pop. I’ve got this.”

Jacob Claymore raised an eyebrow at that. “Take the job if you want, but don’t you try to shine me into thinking it’s a good idea.”

The arena had been landed on the outskirts of the town. It was a spaceship able to travel through star systems. It had shuttles to transfer competitors, staff, and livestock. It tended to leave a char for a mile all around when it landed, which served as a parking area for ground conveyance. Competitions were therefore scheduled either while docked to space stations in orbit or groundside on sparsely populated planets.

According to the hands, groundside was always preferable. The cowboys complained that the artificial gravity used in space just didn’t feel right. Walking in, the first thing to hit Clay was the smell. The earthy aroma of warm dung was prominent in the air, and beneath that was sweat, human and animal. Sweeter scents of hay and beer were there, too. Jacob breathed it in deeply and sighed. They walked from under the stands up to the double wall surrounding the arena. A moat between those walls allowed for the passage of people and animals.

Just then, a horse thundered by as it looped around the ring. The dappled gray’s nostrils flared and pulsed with each breath. Hooves met earth for a split second and skimmed the ground as a woman with long blonde curls squeezed with her boots. Clay admired the pair working their way around, practicing stunts he could scarcely look away from. She leapt off the side of the horse, touched her boot to the ground and spun back up into the saddle. Then she was dangling off the other side while hanging onto the saddle with a hand and a foot in the stirrup.

Jacob gave Clay a nudge. “The scenery sure is distracting, isn’t it? We should go and find Tex.”

Tex was supervising a repair job on a section of fencing in the chute system that fed the animals into the arena. A couple of men in coveralls worked with the metal railings. Tex gave them a nod and a warm handshake. “Let me introduce you around. I thought it might be best to stick you in the announcer’s booth. It’s at the other end of the arena.“ Tex climbed through the railing and crossed the now empty-arena with the elder and younger Claymores following along.

“That young lady is quite the rider,” said Jacob.

“That she is! Great trainer, too. Gretchen took the horse that Bud bought for her from halter-broke to where he is now. Quite the team. Bud’s the jealous type, so steer clear or you’ll end up with a black eye.”

They mounted the steps to the announcer booth and met a tall man with long curly hair. The man turned when he heard them to reveal an unnaturally bright red beard. He held out a hand. “Hello, my name is Monty.”

“Monty, this here is Jacob Claymore and his grandson Clay, who’s going to sit over here and do a little security for us.”

“Is that right? Well, welcome. You can make yourself at home and watch from right over there.” Monty pointed to a chair near the rail.

“I’m running a sound check in just a moment,” he added in a rich baritone that was a little rough around the edges. “Every time we settle down in gravity, it does something to our set-up and we have to recheck it. Good to be on a planet, though.”

Metallic clanks from across the arena drew their attention. Tex pointed at the gates at the far end from where they were now. “That’s where the bucking animals launch out of. The Rockies are going to get some practice in today. Got some nice bulls just last night. And some of our regular stock will rotate out and spend time eating the grass and playing court to the cows.

“The cowboys there are putting dummies on their backs so they can practice bucking in this gravity. It always seems to throw everyone off their equilibrium to switch from the artificial gravity to the real thing. The cowboys say there’s a difference in the bounce, even if the physicists say there shouldn’t be.”

I’m sure the cowboys are right,” Jacob said. “It just ain’t the same off-planet. I like to keep my hands dirty and feet on the ground these days.”

Clay didn’t comment. He was transfixed by his first glimpses of the bucking animals that were loading into the chutes. There was order in it, which the animals seemed eager to disrupt. These weren’t exactly domestic cows. Many centuries before, it was said, the original wild cow had been lost or domesticated out of existence.

Two groups had attacked the problem of reviving the ancient animal from completely separate directions. A Dutch research group had attempted to recreate the species by combining various breeds of domestic cattle, searching for elements of the ancestral wild bovine. But another group had also been doing a similar thing with an entirely different aim.

They were breeding a new kind of cow to be strong and wily. Unbeknownst to that second group, they effectively turned back the clock in following those traits that produced the best bucking bulls. The Dutch scientists looked at that Bucking Bull breed and let out a gasp. Here, here was the archetype of their long-lost auroch. It was wider and sturdier than the domestic cattle. The cattle’s wiry strength leant itself to survival. It was still called bull riding in some circles, but most had started to call it Rock riding. And those rocks could move in ways their long-distant domestic cousins only dreamed of.

The gate snapped open and back with a clang. The Rocky thrust himself out of the gate with a powerful spring in his hocks. He plunged back to the dirt and bounced off again as though he weighed no more than a two-day calf. Nearly flipping himself vertical, the bull bucked and snorted. All the intensity in that half-wild mind focused on getting the weight off his back. It twisted and turned and snarled. His hooves crushed the ground beneath his feet and left deep tracks as the dirt flew through the air.

The horn blared and the weight fell off the bull’s back by a transmitted signal. “Those training dummies haven’t changed in hundreds of years,” Pop said. “Works to teach the animals their job. Sometimes they hear the buzzer, they just plain stop jumping and stand there.”

Clay said, “I suppose it’s easy, then, for the cowboy to jump off.”

Pop chuckled. “Yep, and it’s easy for the Rocky to turn any which way and catch him with a horn or hoof.”

“Ouch. I hadn’t thought of that. Tex, I don’t think having me up here in the announcer’s booth is going to work. I’m too far. I’ll need to get closer.”

Tex scowled and nodded. “ Mm-hmm, I think I can see that.” He turned to Jacob. “We’ll get him in behind the chutes. He can meet the cowboys as they come up.” To Clay, he added, “You’ll need to stay out of the way. Things can get a mite tense when the Rockies start playing up.”

“Of course, sir,” Clay answered. Tex smirked and ruffled Clay’s hair. Clay shoved the man’s hand away, to which Tex chuckled. “We need to get him a hat so he’ll fit in better.”

Clay settled the wide-brimmed white hat on his head and looked in the mirror. His blue plaid work shirt and jeans paired with the new hat had him looking the part of just another worker at the rodeo. If anyone asked, he was to say he was working security.

The men working the chutes and gates had grown accustomed to his presence each night. He’d found a spot that let him be close, but not so close he was in danger of getting in the way.

His work was engrossing. He got into the mind of the cowboys as they walked up to the chutes. The adrenaline circulating through the veins of the cowboy gave him something of a contact high. Every sense was heightened. Pop had commented on how much food he put away after the work was done. For all that he was just standing around, it was enough work to put Clay into an appetite.

The world of the cowboy and occasional cowgirl (these tended to come from heavy planets) narrowed to a very small focus as they clambered aboard the one-and-a-half ton monstrosities. Every breath and movement were carefully considered. They were very particular about how that bull rope was placed and wrapped around their hands, beating upon fist and rope, molding it to make a better anchor.

And when the gate clanged open, there was such chaos. The mind of the cowboy held multiple lines of thought: balance, tracking the head of the bull, their surroundings. The bull plunged forward and back, and the cowboy leaned his body back and forth, trying desperately to stay in the middle of the bull for the full seven seconds.

The victorious stayed on their mounts until the buzzer sounded. Most riders landed in the dirt, or worse, hanging off the side of the bull with their hand caught in that very carefully wrapped rope. They’d wanted to stay on the bull, and stay they would. And then the rodeo clowns rushed in. These men in wild clothing would place themselves between the rider and the auroch bull. Their job was to distract the bovine, sometimes taking hits from hooves and tipped horns to protect the human athlete who was vulnerable in those first moments back on the ground.

It looked odd the first night, when Clay was rasping for air while standing or sitting still. One of the athletic trainers stopped and asked if he was all right. Clay figured out how to hold his breathing normally after a little practice.

Monty’s robust voice filled the arena. “Hey, hey, hey. Welcome to the fifth night of the best rodeo in this sector, and have we got a great evening planned! Our top five riders are within twenty-one points of each other. The competition is tight; this is going to be a night to remember.”

The Rockies were restless this evening. Clay, who wasn’t especially sensitive to animals, could feel it. He screened that distraction away and fixed on the favorite of the tournament’s proceedings. The crowd favorite, Brady Matthews, walked out of the ready rooms and headed up to chute One. His mount of the evening was a deep-red brown bull with heavy horns. As he did every ride, the man made a motion of prayer, touching his forehead, chest, and then each shoulder. At least, that’s how it looked to Clay. He slid easily into the man’s mind as he had done several times before.

Monty, the announcer, crowed, “Here he is, ladies and gentlemen, our crowd favorite tonight. He’s drawn the chance to go one-on-one with our bounty bull, Tilt-a-Whirl. And I’m here to tell you, that is One. Rank. Bull. He has never been ridden for the full seven seconds and Brady is going to try it tonight. That is two amazing athletes eyeing each other right now in that bucking chute. If Brady can stay on Tilt-a-Whirl for seven seconds, he goes home with a pile of cash bigger than he is…”

Clay could see it all through Brady’s eyes: the dirt on the bull’s back and the sweat of the men. There was yelling as the bull reared in the chute. A horn was momentarily caught in the railing. The bull snorted and freed himself. Brady/Clay lowered himself down onto the bull and the rope was fixed. Brady/Clay wrapped it around his hand twice, thrice, and settled himself deep on the bull’s back. Brady squared his helmet on his head and nodded twice. The gate swung open, and all the world went upside down.

Clay’s body jerked to attention. This was wrong. Another mind was seeking to disrupt Brady’s balance or confuse him for a moment. Clay flowed around the mind of Brady, forming a shield, putting himself between the bad one and the cowboy. The assault struck him like a hoof to the chest. Clay shook it off and braced himself, reinforcing his own shields and Brady’s, but the blows kept coming. The hooves and horns of that mind were coming in faster than seemed possible. This wasn’t the sort of mental attack Clay was used to. This was the mind of another high ‘path like himself. And this one had already spooled up. Clay’s only hope now was to do the same to match her or him.

“Here they go,” Monty shouted.

Clay’s body took deep breaths, and his mind jumped forward, leaping into new, seldom-used, gear. Working quickly, Clay hit back on the snout, hoping to draw off the assailant. It worked for a hair of a second. Clay didn’t relent, pressing the momentary advantage of surprise. He pushed back and whipped the beast hard. It charged in, and he stepped aside from a blow that would have undoubtedly shattered him.

The beast turned back to Brady and ran straight for the cowboy’s mind, throwing up dirt and tearing ground in the charge. The boy knew that this was more than just protecting Brady now. He threw up a wall to stop the charge and the other smacked right into it. The stunning impact slowed the wild cow.

Distantly, Clay heard a loud buzzer.

It snorted and turned on him. Clay studied her, seeking some weakness or vulnerability. The cow came charging in with bloodlust in her eyes. And seeing no alternative, he struck at the creature with the most terrible weapon he could contrive on the spot. He sank an axe blade deep into the creature’s brainpan. The shock of death reverberated up the axe handle and left him stunned. In a trained response, he downshifted to a safer gear.

“Woohoo. Would you look at that! Eighty-nine points for that ride. Would you put your hands together and let them know you enjoyed that ride?” Monty cried into the microphone.

Clay fully returned to his own body as it slumped down the railing he’d been leaning against. Jacob softened his landing as he sank to the ground. “What is it, boy? What’s happened?” He heard the voice as though it were far away. “Get the medic. Stay with me, Clay, stay—”

“You were right. We found it on the monitors. A little before Clay fell unconscious, she slumped off her horse. Not a mark on her. Just dropped dead. I’ve seen a man die from an aneurysm. That’s just what it looked like. What do you think happened?”

“Won’t know for sure til he wakes up, but I think he found the mind-tamperer. The cowboys who tried to ride Tilt-A-Whirl said something strange happened to them when they were up there, but why?“

Clay heard the discussion, but was too exhausted to make a sound. He wasn’t even really sure how to try.

“Tell me, who owns that bull?”

“It’s an outfit called the ‘Rocket H.’ They’ve been hitting it big in the last couple years.”

“Those animals are worth a pretty penny,” Jacob said. Clay recognized the voice now.

“Especially when they go so long without having been ridden.”

“Oh, I see. They wanted to keep him unridden as long as possible, so he’d be worth more. I wonder if they hired her, or if she was put up to it by Bud,” Tex pondered.

“Is he still around?” Jacob asked.

Tex answered, “We locked the place down as soon as we got word your boy had dropped. One of the advantages to having the arena be a spaceship is we have really good locks and seals on the doors. I’m having him observed. His grief appears genuine.”

Clay finally found his voice. “She’s dead?”

“Yeah,” Jacob answered. The surface Clay was lying on sagged as someone, Pop, sat on the bed next to him.

“I saw it. Her boyfriend owns part of the Rocket H. She’s been helping him by tweaking the cowboys when they ride the Rocket H Rockies.”

“Did he know she was doing that?” Tex asked.

“No, he didn’t know she was a ‘path. She was hiding it from everyone. She used it to train her animals and when she was performing. Didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Now what happened to you?” Jacob asked, still sitting next to him on the bed. Clay ventured to open his eyes. The world spun, so he closed them again. He’d had time to see that he was in the infirmary of the arena ship. “I didn’t have a choice. She was coming after me because I ruined Tilt-a-Whirl’s bounty streak. I killed her, mind to mind. I’d been warned… Shouldn’t’ve done it that way, but there was nothing else for it. How long’ve I been out?”

“A couple of hours, my boy. I tell you, you had me scared. You went down right quick after the buzzer blew and I could see you slipping away from me. I thought the light was going out of your eyes for good. And then you started shaking and seizing.” Jacob’s voice caught, and he cleared his throat. “Mighty glad to have you awake and talking.”

Clay settled his head on the pillow and risked opening his eyes again. “She just fell off the horse, then?”

“Yeah. We saw it all on the monitor. You tensed up and started breathing real fast and then she went down. All in the space of about thirty seconds. Can you remember that all?”

“I can now. It seemed a lot longer than that. We fought back and forth. She nearly caught me a couple times. Are you sure it was so quick? Seemed longer than that.”

“They saw it all on video, my boy. Time-stamped and all.”

“That’s right. We’re telling folks she had a stroke. Unfortunate, but plausible, in someone so young. Not sure what else we could say. Most people in this circle don’t believe in telepathy being a real thing,” Tex said. He paused. “Jacob, I want to pay him and get him out of here as soon as he’s well enough. Now that we know what was going on, I think we don’t need him anymore. I’ll pay for the time he’s worked and some compensation for the injury.”

“I’ll be taking him to a proper doctor,” Jacob said

“Pop, it’s okay,” Clay protested, sounding weak even to his own ears. “I’m going to be fine. This kind of thing I can heal from.”

“Don’t you dare,” Pop replied sternly. “You’re going to a ‘path doctor.”

Clay tried to sit up and had to lean over the bed and throw up instead. “See, that’s concussion symptoms, young man,” Tex told him with a sympathetic grin.

Reluctantly, Clay agreed.

It took two weeks to get back out to the claim in the mountains. Clay was feeling better and went to pick up hand tools from the shed. “Clay, you’d best use the auto-chiseler today,” Pop told him. “The doc said light work.”

Clay grinned and tipped his hat. “Well, I reckon I’ll want to use the hand tools again soon, but whatever you say, old man.”


A Day in the Life
Doug Irvin


The leak was getting annoying. It wasn’t much, and the gauge barely showed it. In the Ag Barn, the volume was pretty significant.

But any air leak is bound to add up, and five hundred heads of beef uses a lot of air.

Ag Barn had a fairly balanced ecology. Three sections handled various types of vegetation; mostly for consumption, but a few for other purposes. I mean, stinging nettles do have a use in the universe. Just make sure you wear the proper equipment when around it.

My section handled the big critters.

It’s hard to get a cow to exercise in space. Not like they could roam the range, but I had wraparound corridors between the pens, and the plan was to get each cow to make at least three laps a day. Too bad I didn’t have a cow pony to ride, but the company doc said we all needed exercise, as well.

Life could almost be monotonous, except for little things like leaking atmosphere. I could understand Engineering’s reluctance to take on the job. They had sniffers—leak detectors—that could spot a bad connection, but the sections rotate to simulate grav, which makes it more difficult to find the exact place. You have to walk the outside surface. And despite old-time video showing astronauts wandering around in magnetic boots, the reality was different. It was real tiring. You have to have enough magnetism to hold you onto the surface, but you also had to struggle to get your loose foot back to the plating. Management had tried an automated detector. I understand they managed to snag it before it impacted against something, so manual was specified.

On Monday, I got orders after the first batch of cows made their walk. Engineering had kicked the complaint upwards, and Management, in their wisdom, had ruled that every occupant had to make a traverse of the section with a detector. Damn!

I hadn’t suited up in months, if not years, but I had to do it.

So on Tuesday, a cute admin type came to relieve me of cow duty, and I reported to Maintenance. Suits came in three sizes: small, medium, and “dude, you need to diet.” They were festooned with straps to bunch up the overhang, and made one look a bit like a string doll.

Once I got the magnetic boots on, a tech escorted me to the airlock. I stood facing the outer door as the air volume dropped. Eventually, enough had been pulled in that they could open the outer door. I clicked my boots on first. Even a little residual pressure would be enough to start a Dutchman, and I didn’t want the sniggers following me.

I stepped out, then waited the two minutes mandated for acclimatizing. There’s a whole lotta whole lot outdoors there. A fellow needs to breathe deep and appreciate it before starting work.

Maintenance had rigged guide lines around the circumference of the can, so I clicked off the magnets and pulled myself around to the area I was designated to check. The procedure was to swing the detector in a slow arc in front of me, take a step, then swing it again. Rinse and repeat. Easy enough, right? Following the connection seam the length of the can, then back again, took the better part of the morning shift. I finished my part without spotting a leak, then went back to cowsitting.

I did this every couple of days before they finally located a small micro-meteor puncture. Fixing it was simple enough. They glued a small dome over it, let the pressure build inside it, then tig-welded over the leak. They had to weld it under pressure or the escaping gases would spatter the weld away from the leak. Let the pressure out and remove the dome. And we were set.

Until the next time.

Cow-punching has its own hassles, no matter what the environment. On land, I’d have to deal with floods, stampedes, and animal attacks. Didn’t have wolves to deal with, but I had a whole slew of other issues such as leaks, lazy animals, plumbing mishaps, which were to be expected when a fifteen-hundred-pound animal decides to scratch an itch with a fixture. One week alone, I had to fix eleven pipes and faucets. Not hard work, just tedious. And the damned things are expensive when you have to ship them out of a gravity field.

But I always wanted to go to space. Even cowsitting was worth it for that. It is hard, though, to explain to family and down-below friends that you are a cowboy without boots or a lasso.


Rodeo Libre
Wally Waltner


Sutton Tibbs was in the zone. Then, he was in the air.

Comet Strike, the massive brown and tan bull underneath him, launched himself into the air and belly-rolled hard even further upwards and in the opposite direction of the bovine athlete’s momentum. Taken by surprise—Comet Strike never did that—Sutton’s body wrenched loose from the bull’s back. He clung desperately to the rope as it came unfastened from the marauding beast beneath him. Just another moment and he’d have the eight seconds needed to get a qualified ride.

The buzzer sounded as he lost grip and flew into the air. He looked up past the arena lights, through the orbital platform “roof” and admired the view of the other side of the bishop ring and the black space past it. Sutton hung at the apex of his flight for a moment as the centrifugal force of the orbital platform reasserted its zero point eighty-five g pull on him. The lower gravity gave Sutton an extra moment to orient himself for a safer landing. Focusing on getting his body aligned so the ballistic material in his vest would absorb most of the impact, he twisted his hips, tucked his head, and prepared to roll through once he hit the ground.

It was the gasps of the crowd in the arena that first tipped Sutton off that something was still wrong. The bull had reared itself around and was charging the still in-flight cowboy. Sutton didn’t see him coming until the last second.

Aw, hell… was all he had time to think.

The impact was bone-jarring, and Sutton’s body jerked as Newton’s Second Law redirected him hard into the ground a few feet in front of the bull. Disoriented, the breath knocked out of him, Sutton instinctively curled up to protect his vitals and head as Comet Strike ran over him. It was a small miracle that he had not been stepped on or gored, but pain still racked his body.

Moments later, one of the bullfighters had arrived to help get Sutton to safety, as the other two drew the 2,200-pound menace’s attention. With an arm wrapped around the bullfighter’s shoulders for support, Sutton stumbled his way back to the chute.

“Give it up for Sutton Tibbs, folks! This one’s close—the officials are gonna take a closer look,” the arena PA announcer boomed. “Turn your attention to the video board and we’ll look along with ‘em.”

With help from the chute hands, Sutton gingerly climbed up to the catwalk behind the chutes, took a few steps out of the lights and leaned against the rear panel. Slipping his mouthguard into his vest pocket, he took a breath and winced in pain—probably a broken rib—as he watched his ride back in slow motion along with the other twenty thousand in the arena. If his hand was still on the rope at eight seconds, even if he was already airborne, it would be judged a qualified ride.

Comet Strike started out the chute as he typically did—he was known as a left spinner and a twister, but rarely doubled back on himself. At the six-second mark, Comet Strike planted his forelegs and bucked nearly vertical, and Sutton could not lean back enough to stay balanced. As the bull’s hind legs came back down in the next half-second, he continued his counterclockwise spin, as Sutton expected, so Sutton used his legs and spurs to snuggle back into a centered, vertical riding position. That was when Comet Strike switched up and belly-rolled. Caught off-guard, Sutton’s momentum took him completely out of his seat, and he started to slide back off the bull’s rump. The rope had loosened enough that Sutton could keep hold of it, and with the video frozen at eight point zero seconds, everyone could clearly see that Sutton still had the end of the bull rope in his hand.

The crowd was murmuring, impatiently waiting for the judges’ presumably obvious decision. After a few more seconds, the announcer came back on: “The judges say it’s a qualified ride!” The arena exploded in cheers. Sutton traded his helmet for his cowboy hat as he stepped back to the platform behind the chute and waved to the crowd. “Scores coming in—ninety-one-and-a-half points! Sutton Tibbs jumps to first place with two riders left in the short go!”

Sutton grinned as his headshot moved up the video leaderboard into the number one slot. He resisted the urge to pump his fist, but did raise his hat with his good hand in acknowledgment of the overtures from the crowd. Then he gingerly made his way behind the chute, down the platform stairs and behind the holding pens.

As the adrenaline rush of the ride began to dwindle, the pain in his right side became more prominent. Sutton carefully used his left hand to hang up his rope, vest, and helmet, then turned to go to the medical pod.

The next thing he knew, he was on the ground, the pain in his side turned up to eleven.

“Oh, sorry about that, Tibbs! I didn’t see you there,” a voice from above him called out disingenuously. “You should be more careful.”

A second voice snapped, “He should be more careful? You clipped him on purpose, jackass!”

A moment went by, then Sutton heard something being thrown against the fence panel. Sutton clenched his teeth and sat himself up to see what was going on.

The second voice belonged to his friend Colt Solaris, who was pinned against the fence panel by the owner of the first voice, Jax Beaumont.

Beaumont was rugged, muscular, and naturally athletic; he’d picked up bull riding quickly, despite only having done it for a short time. He’d been recruited into the sport by tour management as part of a multi-faceted attempt to create crossover appeal from other extreme sports fanbases. Beaumont was a pro mixed martial arts fighter with a decent record. It was rumored that he had also been, and maybe still was, involved in underground pit fighting. He resisted the camaraderie of the tour bull riders and was aggressively confrontational at the smallest slight. Bull riders tended to be strong personalities, but if there were a prize for being an entitled prick, Jax would take the all-around easily.

Beaumont pressed his face close into Solaris’s. “I don’t appreciate your attitude, cowboy,” he hissed menacingly. “Do you need me to adjust it for you? Huh?”

“Friend,” Sutton said as he propped himself up. “You still have a ride coming up. Why don’t you focus on that and let this…misunderstanding go?”

Beaumont glared at Sutton, then looked past him to notice that a small crowd had gathered. Reassessing the situation, he let go of Solaris, made a scene of straightening his shirt, and backed away. “Fair enough, Tibbs. Enjoy your moment on top; you won’t be when I’m done. Everyone says how hard and tough bull riding is, yet here I am kicking all your asses.” He pressed into Sutton’s personal space and glared down at him with an arrogant snigger. “Speaking of kicking asses, maybe we’ll get to do Rodeo Libre, Tibbs…” With that, he pushed past Sutton and the other onlookers towards the chutes.

With the tension deescalated, Sutton looked over to his friend. “You okay, Colt?”

“You’re the one that’s hurt, numb-nuts!” Solaris laughed. “I’m fine—should’ve figured he’d be brash enough to put hands on me.” Colt scowled as his tone shifted to irritation. “Apparently management will let the golden boy do what he wants—any of the rest of us would have been fined for unsportsmanlike conduct. C’mon, let’s get you to the doc before he decides to come looking for you again.”
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Sutton Casey Tibbs was a cowboy from a cowboy family going back ten generations, to pre-space days. His family, and the family his given name paid homage to, represented two of the oldest rodeo families in his ancestral homeland of western South Dakota. Raising cattle and riding bulls was ingrained in his DNA to the point that he was doing it in the newest of the last frontiers. His great-grandfather was among the first wave of colonists to the L4 Orbital Ring, bringing with him the genetic material of the very best bulls the family ranch had, and a dozen cryogenically frozen heifers.

Humanity’s diaspora into the solar system was well underway. Nearly a quarter of the population now lived off-Earth, in one of the myriads of near-Earth orbit stations, the massive orbital ring platforms, one each at the Sun-Earth L4 and L5 points, the lunar base network, or the Martian colonies. The orbital ring platforms were the largest engineering feat ever undertaken, with the raw materials drawn from lunar, Martian, and asteroid sources, taking fifty years to build and make ready for human and animal habitation.

Ranching in space, at least on the Orbital Ring, was not horribly different from ranching on Earth, and even carried a few advantages. With over 1.2 million square miles of living space in the L4 Orbital Ring and a population capped at sixty million, there was ample space to dedicate towards grazing and feed grain and hay production at a sustainable level. Bringing the initial livestock population—both live animals and genetic material—to the station was its own challenge, but from those humble beginnings, the platform now supported forty million head of cattle alone. It was a triumph of human nature and common sense; natural livestock production was still the most cost and nutrition-effective means of providing quality protein for human consumption, having outlasted assaults over the centuries from environmentalists and other plant-based and vat-cultured “meat” advocates.

Naturally, the ranchers and cowboys who came out to the orbital ring platforms brought their culture, including rodeo, with them. Western sports had clawed its way to the fringes of “mainstream” entertainment options by the twenty-first century, and while the different tours and associations grew and faded, the sport itself was successful enough to allow for a decent living for competitive cowboys and a very good one for those at the top of the game. The same was true for stock breeders. Bucking bulls were larger, leaner, and more athletic with every generation, and they were literal cash cows between prize money and stud fees. Two-thousand-pound bulls, once considered large, were now below-average size. With the slightly lower gravity of the orbital ring, bulls could get up to forty-five miles an hour at a dead run. Even with improvements to safety gear, bull riding was still “the most dangerous eight seconds in sport.”
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“Yep, that’s two cracked ribs, Tibbs,” drawled the rodeo tour doctor, Lonnie Epp, as he reviewed the scan on his tablet, chuckling to himself at the unintended rhyme. “But happy to say that I see nothing more serious. At least this was the short go; you’ll have time to heal up for the next event.”

“Lucky, all things considered,” Sutton replied as he watched the monitor with the live feed of the arena. The current rider, João Carvalho, was still in the chute trying to get settled. He had drawn a mean, rank son of a bitch named Rocket Man, who had not been ridden in his last thirty-eight outs. One of those failed rides was Sutton in last week’s event; he didn’t even make it ten feet out of the gate before he’d been dumped on the ground in less than three seconds.

Carvalho was in second place coming into the championship round, having ridden all three of his bulls from the opening of the event, like Sutton had. Carvalho was also the current tour point leader, and while the season was still in the early stages, he was already looking uncatchable. On the second night of qualifying, Carvalho had a jaw-dropping 93.5-point ride, the best of the weekend so far. Tonight, he only needed an eighty-nine-point ride to leapfrog Sutton, and with a bull like Rocket Man, he was likely to get it if he got a qualified ride.

Finally, the rider nodded, and the chute gate swung open. Rocket Man charged out, turned hard to the left in his first jump, then lunged the opposite way. Carvalho was already off-balance, trying to recover when Rocket Man leapt again, his hind legs almost straight in the air. Carvalho lost hold of the rope and was propelled forward over the bull’s head.

Sutton cringed in sympathy pain as the bull’s thick neck swung up and connected, his horn thrust violently between the helpless rider’s legs.

An ivory enema, they called it. A horrible and dangerous way to get hung up.

With another wrench of the bull’s neck, Carvalho was launched in the air like a rag doll, tumbling head over heels, and landed nearly twenty feet away. The bullfighters were already positioned between Carvalho and Rocket Man to protect the rider, who was pulling himself along the ground, his legs dragging.

“Gotta go, Sutton,” Epp stated flatly. “Jake’ll finish you up.” Sutton nodded in acknowledgement while the doctor tapped on his tablet and spoke into it quickly as he ran to the door. “Bring the ambulance in—I’ll meet you and the stretcher crew in the arena.”

The arena was eerily quiet as the sports medicine crew tended to Carvalho. Sutton closed his eyes and said a quiet prayer for Carvalho. A good man of Brazilian descent, and like Sutton, a proud descendant of multiple rodeo champions, they were friends as well as rivals, sharing the intense love of the sport. Every rider who got on a bull knew the risks. There were certainly easier ways to make a living, but there was no thrill compared to a successful ride. Scenes like this, however, were a chilling reminder of what could happen to any of them when they stepped into the chute. The sports medicine crew carefully loaded Carvalho onto a stretcher and strapped him in. The crowd applauded as he was carried out, and cheered when he raised his hand to thank the crowd for their support.

It took a few minutes, but after the arena was cleared, the final rider, Jax Beaumont, entered the chute holding Acraman’s Wake, a behemoth of a bull, black with a white face and forelegs, weighing in at almost 2,800 pounds.

“A match made in heaven,” Sutton muttered as he was being treated.

“Yeah, a bully on a bully, if you ask me,” the sports medicine aide, Jake Sawyer, replied cynically.

Sutton tried not to laugh, since laughing would hurt. He didn’t want to wind himself up recalling their recent encounter, so he simply responded, “He drew to win; I’ll give him that much.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Sutton, he’s a good rider and the marketing folks love him. But he treats anyone he considers beneath him like shit—and that’s pretty much everyone. Anyways, hold your arm out, brace on me if you need to—let’s get the nanofiber applied.” Jake took a spray can and applied a coat of dark liquid on Sutton’s right side where he’d been struck, then came around to spray the right side of his chest and back. In a few seconds, the liquid had dried and flexed with him like a second skin. Jake handed him a fob. “I know you’ve done this before, but the rules say I have to tell you. Hit the button and the nanofiber weave locks, hit it again and it’ll flex.” Jake demonstrated the fob as he spoke; when he clicked the button, the material became rigid and inflexible like a cast, then reverted to a pliable adhesive skin with another click. “Don’t leave it locked all the time,” Jake continued, “and remember to take deep breaths every so often. I’ll get you some pain meds to get you through the week. Doc Epp will evaluate you at the next event before you’re cleared to ride.”

“Mmm-hmm…” Sutton was only half-listening, watching the monitor intently.

As the points leader heading into the short-go, Beaumont had earned the advantages of drawing first and riding last. Acraman’s Wake was a good fit for Beaumont’s large, burly frame. The bull was considered rank, but that was mostly due to his size; smaller riders struggled on him. For Beaumont, the bull was rideable, and was more than capable of getting the 86.5 points needed for him to recapture first place and the event championship.

The behemoth bovine launched out of the chute and bucked hard right for two full rotations before changing up and twisting left, ropes of saliva slinging from his nostrils. Beaumont anticipated the change correctly and spurred the bull hard, getting a huge leap out of the bull, who pulled back to the right in midair. The maneuver jerked Beaumont off-center a bit, but the big cowboy was able to muscle himself back and was in no real risk of losing control when the buzzer sounded. He slipped off the side of the bull, landed on his feet and flexed for the crowd as he jogged towards the fence.

“Great ride out of Jax Beaumont! But is it enough to win the event?” A few seconds’ pause from the PA announcer was filled in by the cheers of the crowd. “HOLY COW! Ladies and Gentlemen, do I have a treat for you! The judges’ scores are in—eighty-six-AND-ONE-QUARTER POINTS! That means we have a tie for first between Jax Beaumont and Sutton Tibbs!”

“Damnit!” Sutton cursed, then winced as the exhortation tweaked his ribs.

“If you aren’t aware, rodeo fans,” the announcer continued, “the L4 Orbital Bull Riders Tour rules state that ties for event championships are settled in RODEO LIBRE—with an extra full ride of points for the winner!”
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In nearly four hundred years, the fundamentals of rodeo had remained mostly unchanged. Of course, there had been many things tried over that time to maintain and grow the fanbase for rodeo. Some things stuck, but most didn’t. Rodeo Libre was the latest craze to try to find a home in western sport.

In Rodeo Libre, three aggressive bulls were released into the arena. The middle platform of the arena was converted into a large version of a wrestling ring (the “Libre” part of Rodeo Libre). The object at this stage was to dump your opponent out of the ring, off the platform and onto the arena floor. Pretty much anything went except for strikes to the groin, eye gouging and finger manipulations.

Once a competitor was on the floor, the game changed—you could theoretically still win if you could escape the arena without getting tagged by one of the roaming bulls. If you were tagged, you lost, and without a helmet or ballistic safety vest, the risk of injury was increased, and the bullfighters couldn’t intervene until contact was made.

By successfully escaping, now the onus was on the man still in the ring to escape to the outside without getting tagged, and if he did, he would be declared the winner. If you were in that position, you still had the advantage, as you could pick your exit vector and could get a running start. That said, the very fact that you were moving made you a target, and the bulls were much faster than the cowboys.

Sutton hated the Rodeo Libre event—rodeo, at its heart, was the cowboy testing themselves against the rough stock, not each other. He’d never been interested in combat sports other than as an occasional spectator, and he felt that adding it to rodeo was an affront to tradition. It also played to the stereotype of the cowboy as the violent barroom brawler, which made for a nice spectacle in the movies, but was not the norm. Not to say those fights didn’t happen, but they also weren’t put on display for the world to see.

When the event was introduced three calendar years ago, Sutton paid it no mind, as he never intended to enter it, even with the relatively large purses they generated. But the event proved popular, mixing elements of MMA, rodeo, ancient Spanish bullfighting and even the “Running of the Bulls,” drawing in more attendance and stream viewers. In a short time, Rodeo Libre had become almost but not quite as popular as bull riding, and there was talk of an independent Rodeo Libre tour.

This season, the bull riding tour’s sanctioning body voted to use Rodeo Libre as a “tie-breaker” event for the bull riders, with the prize for winning a point award equal to the average score of all your qualified rides for the event. A tantalizing prize, to be sure, especially over the course of a full season—it could create real drama in the chase for the tour title, the oversized gold belt buckle and the hefty payday that came with it. Sutton and other traditionalists had objected loudly to the proposed rule, but their arguments fell on deaf ears. He had hoped that he could get through the season without getting caught in these circumstances, yet here he was.
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“Hey, Sutton! Great ride!”

Sutton bit his tongue, recognizing that smarmy voice. He looked over to see Archie Calloway, the con man pretending to be a cowboy, his belly hanging over his designer blue jeans and tugging his western cut blazer in all the wrong places, his boots that hadn’t ever seen an honest day’s work and his comically oversized hat in the doorway of the medical pod.

“Hello, Mr. Calloway. I figure you’re here to wish me good luck?” Sutton let enough sarcasm through to ensure the tour president caught his meaning.

Calloway frowned. “Sutton, you’ve made your views clear in the rider’s meetings, and I get it, really, I do. I’m just here to remind you that you agreed to the tour rules, and yes, you’re obligated to go out there for Rodeo Libre.”

“Since you found me here, Mr. Calloway, you might have noticed that I’m injured,” Sutton said, pointing to the nanofiber visible through his shirt.

“Horse hockey,” Calloway retorted. “I’ve seen you get on bulls in worse shape, so you can do Rodeo Libre.”

“With respect, sir,” Jake Sawyer interjected, “I wouldn’t clear Sutton—”

“You aren’t the doctor in charge, so what you would or wouldn’t clear is immaterial!” Calloway shut Sawyer down.

Sutton stared icily at Calloway. “Look, I don’t care about the extra points—Jax can have them, and the event buckle ain’t worth it to me.”

Calloway’s face darkened. “It’s not that simple, son. We’ve promised that crowd Rodeo Libre, and that’s what they’re getting. If you aren’t out on that platform in ten minutes, you forfeit the whole event—no purse, no points, nothing. I’m sure there’s another rider in the short go who’s willing to take your spot. Do we understand each other, Tibbs?”

Sutton fought to keep his temper in check. He couldn’t afford to fall a full event behind in the standings, and he wasn’t going to give this asshole the satisfaction of getting baited into a fine for “unsportsmanlike conduct.” Through clenched teeth, he growled, “Understood…sir.”

Calloway smiled insincerely. “I’m glad you do, Tibbs. Good luck!”

Sutton stared at the empty space vacated by Calloway, stewing.

“Well, isn’t he lovely…” deadpanned Jake. “Why is he so determined to jam Rodeo Libre into the bull riding tour, anyway?”

“Because Rodeo Libre is his idea, and among his other business ventures here on the ring is the MMA league Jax fights in. I get trying to pull those fans into rodeo, but I just want to ride bulls.”

Jake handed Sutton a pill packet of pain medicine. “Probably should take one now. He knows you’re hurt—he’ll go after your ribs.”

Sutton took the packet, considering Jake’s words, but shook his head. “Appreciate it, but I don’t want to be fuzzy in the head. Would a shot be any better?”

“One, not really, and two, only Doc Epp can do injections,” Jake replied. “You’re better off just avoiding getting hit there if you can.”

“I’d rather not get hit at all.” Sutton replied sardonically. As the words left his mouth, an idea germinated.
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Pyrotechnics exploded around the center platform as the music rose, whipping up the crowd into a frenzy of excited anticipation.

The music dropped off as the PA announcer’s voice roared out over the arena. “Ladies and Gentlemen, this Rodeo Libre match is single elimination and has a ten-minute time limit. Introducing first, the points leader coming into the championship round and the top score for the first preliminary round at eighty-nine-and-three-quarter points, Jax Beaumont!”

Beaumont strode confidently across the arena floor, wearing a black cowboy hat and tightly fitted shirt that accentuated his physique. Beaumont had his fans, who were loud and obnoxious as he walked up the ramp and stepped through the ropes of the ring. He climbed up on one of the corner posts and flexed, playing to the crowd like a pro wrestler.

The PA announcer came on again. “And his opponent, starting the championship round in third place and with the best score of the short-go at ninety-one-and-a-half points, Sutton Tibbs!”

Sutton’s gait was determined. He acknowledged the crowd—Sutton was a fan favorite—but kept his movement focused. Knowing Beaumont was fond of wearing black, he borrowed a white cowboy hat from a friend so he could invoke the symbolism of the good guy to contrast against Beaumont’s black hat. He stepped into the ring and stood impassively in the corner opposite to Beaumont.

“With the combatants in the ring, let’s release the bulls for this Rodeo Libre match! Three badass bulls with attitude will prowl the arena looking to tag themselves a cowboy! Give it up for Astrofury, Reaver, and Martian Headhunter!” The crowd roared in approval, almost as loud for the bulls as for the riders.

These bulls weren’t necessarily rank from a bucking standpoint, but they were all smaller, fast, and had reputations for being mean and willing to go after riders and bullfighters. Martian Headhunter had injured six riders in the last two years. Reaver had almost killed a rider a few months ago. Astrofury had the best buck-off percentage of the three and was probably the fastest of the group. They began to roam the arena like sharks waiting for chum in the water. The biggest issue was keeping them from going after each other—even with their training, the instinct to establish themselves as alpha ran deep. There were four mounted hands available to run interference until one of the competitors found themselves in the dirt. The bullfighter crew were squatted down along the outside of the center platform, ready to spring into action when needed. An official stood in the center of the ring to enforce the few rules of Rodeo Libre.

The lights dropped, save for the spotlight on the makeshift ring. The black sky unfolded overhead, past the orbital ring roof into infinity. Sutton and Beaumont stared holes into each other from opposite corners. Without breaking eye contact, Sutton removed his white hat and set it down just outside the ropes. Beaumont sneered at Sutton, then turned to hang his black hat on his corner post.

They squared up in the center of the platform. Sutton looked up into the big fighter’s face. He was giving up four inches and at least thirty pounds to Beaumont.

His bigger opponent grinned ominously. “I’m gonna enjoy this. Your ass is mine, Tibbs.”

Sutton said nothing in return, meeting Beaumont’s cockiness with a cold gaze.

The official separated them, sending each back a few feet, and the arena lights came back up. Sutton took in as much of the view of the arena as he could without losing notice of Beaumont. Situational awareness was critical if he was going to pull off what he’d planned. He could see two of the three bulls on the arena floor—Astrofury was to his left and Reaver was almost directly behind Beaumont. That put Martian Headhunter somewhere behind him out of his field of vision. Sutton resisted turning his head to look for him, keeping Beaumont in his sight.

The buzzer sounded and Beaumont instinctively dropped into a fighting stance—knees bent, arms out and forward—and began to advance. Sutton raised his guard and circled to his left, keeping distance, putting Astrofury behind him, while watching for Martian Headhunter to enter his field of vision. He had to stay focused and not get caught by surprise by a charge from Beaumont while assessing the situation outside.

Finally, Sutton registered movement in his peripheral vision to his right, and he sprang forward. Beaumont grinned and chambered his right knee to deliver a front kick. As Beaumont’s hip pushed to deliver a high strike, Sutton dove under his leg, shoulder-rolled past him, used the momentum to get back to his feet and launched himself between the ropes to the outside.

Events were unfolding just as Sutton had wanted. If he could keep balance, he could tumble through with momentum, get to his feet and make a break for the outer fence with the fastest, most dangerous of the bulls furthest away from him on the opposite side of the platform. He could win without ever having to throw a punch!

Until the toe of his boot caught on the rope.

Now instead of sailing through the air, Sutton was hung upside down, his face planting on the side of the platform. He scrambled to pull himself up and regain balance before he either fell over the side himself or Beaumont finished dumping him over. To Sutton’s surprise, when he felt Beaumont grab his leg, instead of pushing him out he pulled him back up into the ring and pinned him up on the ropes. It was clear that Beaumont wasn’t just looking to win; he wanted to hurt Sutton and make a spectacle of beating him down.

“You little shit!” Beaumont spat, and threw a hard right hand into his body, aiming for Sutton’s injured ribs.

They both screamed in pain, though for different reasons. The nanofiber spray protecting Sutton’s ribs were made of the same material that made up the superstructure of the orbital ring, and while locked, was just as hard. While the blow hurt Sutton as Beaumont intended, it also sent waves of pain up Beaumont’s arm as bones cracked in his hand and fingers.

Sutton, still pinned against the ropes but seeing his opponent distracted, snapped his head forward and connected with the bridge of Beaumont’s nose. He felt cartilage buckle under the impact, and an unpleasant mix of blood and snot spattered his face. Pressing the advantage, he bent his knees, grabbed Beaumont’s leg, and heaved him up. Sutton’s ribs cried out in protest, but he pushed through the pain and hoisted Beaumont over the ropes and sent him down to the arena floor.

“Who’s the little shit now?” Sutton taunted as he clung to the ropes to hold himself up.

Disoriented, with a busted nose and hand, Beaumont was in a world of trouble. He made a break for the outer fence, but Reaver had caught his movement and charged him down. Once Reaver tagged Beaumont, the bullfighters and mounted hands sprang into action to prevent Beaumont from being hurt further.

“Wasn’t that a thrilling conclusion, rodeo fans?” bellowed the PA announcer. “Your winner, with four out of four rides for the event and a bonus eighty-eight-and-a-quarter points for winning Rodeo Libre—Sutton Tibbs!”

The crowd was exultant in celebrating Sutton’s triumph. With the bonus points from winning Rodeo Libre, Sutton jumped to second place in the overall standings, and as João Carvalho was likely to miss at least a couple of weeks recovering from his injuries, Sutton had a chance to claim the lead for himself. With his hand broken, Jax Beaumont would probably miss some time, too, which didn’t bother Sutton in the slightest.

Despite the pain shooting through his body, he used the ropes to support himself as he retrieved the white cowboy hat and put it on. He stood tall in the ring as he was awarded the gold event buckle and the event purse while the bulls were run back through the return gate, then made his way off the platform towards the bucking chutes.

Jake Sawyer met him at the gate entrance. “How’re the ribs?”

“They hurt like hell,” Sutton groaned.

“Well, Doc Epp’s back, so he can give you an injection.”

Sutton sighed with relief. “That may be the best thing I’ve heard all day.”

They started to walk back to the medical pod. “Jake…something weird happened with my nanofiber.”

“Oh? What do you mean?”

“I didn’t have it locked when I went out. I had thought about it, but didn’t want to limit my movement, so I left it flexed.”

Jake grinned slyly. “Oh, that…that’s not weird at all.” He pulled out an identical fob from his shirt pocket. “These fobs are programmable to work within a specific band of frequencies. The first time you use it on freshly applied nanofiber spray, the carbon nanotubes align to the frequency of the fob. This fob happens to be set to the same frequency of the fob I gave you…and they’ve got a pretty good range on them.”

Sutton’s grin spread even wider. “Drinks are on me when we get to the bar.”

Jake slipped the fob back in his pocket. “Since you won the event purse, I don’t even feel bad about that.”


Choices Left Unmade
David Birdsall


Iwas once told by a friend, “The choices you don’t make are the ones that make you.” That thought rolled through my head like an Old Earth freight train as I tried to keep my balance on top of the slippery lid of the overflowing ice chest.

“The way I see it, Compulsory Organ Harvest was too good for you,” Clive Westcotte spat out. “Isn’t that right, boys?”

“You must think so, too,” Edgar Hardwicke laughed. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have broken out of jail and run when the verdict was declared.”

“So we’re going to leave you here with that noose tied tight around your neck and over that tree limb. The ice will melt out from under you,” Clive said, nodding to the ice chest under my feet. “That way you’ll choke real slow-like.”

“Or you could just step off the chest and get to choking faster,” Edgar laughed. “Really makes no difference to us.”

“That trial was a sham, and you all know it,” I managed to say through my bloody and swollen face.

“Well, that sham trial is all you’re going to be getting,” Clive said.

“It was a justified killing,” I choked out.

“That might be, but you just went and did it to the wrong family,” Ash finally interjected. “You can’t go and gut the Governor’s son just because he was robbing your kin.”

“He had a proton accelerator pointed at my daughter.”

“Well, yeah,” Edgar said. “How else are you going to rob people? They aren’t going to just hand over their stuff because you asked nicely.”

“People shouldn’t have to worry about getting killed when they’re robbing people,” Clive said. “It isn’t neighborly.”

“Look, fellas, this isn’t right,” Ash cut in. “That ice is really expensive. Let’s just shoot him, take the ice, and get out of here.”

“No,” Clive stated. “We’re sending a message this way that we’ll go to any lengths to make people who cross us pay.”

“Yeah,” Edgar chimed in. “We’re even going to livestream it back in town for everyone to see.”

“I guess we’ll be seeing you never, Radcliffe,” Edgar said, as they drove away in their crawler.

###

A dust cloud in the distance was the only thing still visible of my assailants’ crawler as it crossed the Sapphire Sands of Baldon 3. They were certainly confident that they had seen the last of me. Actually, it did feel like they had my demise squared away.

I was in this mess because I didn’t choose to handle those hooligans myself. My mistaken belief was that somehow people would eventually just learn to work together. Carving a life out of the ass end of nowhere in the galaxy is hard enough, but adding in the same old problems of people wanting control of everything makes it unbearable.

I was one of the first people to come to this settlement. I traveled here on a colony drop ship. A ready-made community in a box, just add water. Literally. My job was to get that water.

We hit the ground running and drilling. There was a thirty-day supply of water for the community. The aquifer was hit on day twenty-eight. Cutting it close, I’ll admit, but we hit it and poof, instant town. We named it Wanderers’ Rest.

That was ten years ago. Now there are fifteen settlements. The last drop ship brought the Carlton family. I wish that ship had clipped an asteroid when it was slung out here.

The big thing we have here on Baldon 3 is the mastocroms. Imagine an Old Earth crab and elephant combined: eight-legged critters the size of a ten-seat crawler. They’re covered in plates that shrug off magrail projectiles and proton accelerator weapons with ease. Their shells are even impervious to nuclear radiation. To be clearer, it’s the mastocroms’ shells that are valuable.

The mastocroms were the dominant thing on Baldon 3 until humans got here. We learned that they are attracted to water. Knowing this is what helped us find the water for our settlement. All we needed to do was find where the mastocroms were digging and then go drill there when they were done.

When we figured out how tough the shells were, we naturally started working on how to put one down. Turned out that the proton accelerator wouldn’t penetrate, but harpooning one and triggering two hundred thousand volts into the thing dropped it good.

Soon we had ourselves a thriving economy. It started out like Old Earth whaling—cruising the sands, or using water and ice as bait to harpoon the mastocroms, and processing them on the spot for the meat, oil, and shells. We’d then export the shells offworld. Being impervious to nuclear radiation, they were valued for lining the NERVA engines on spacecraft.

This new economy is what attracted the Carlton family. The Carltons came from old shipping money. They pulled some strings and the next thing we knew there was an orbital shipping platform over our heads. This brought more money and transient people to the surface than we could ever imagine.

Before we ever really thought about Jacob Carlton, known as Old Man Carlton, he was appointed Governor and his family had a monopoly on every new business, lawman, attorney, and judge in the settlement.

With this much power and control, his youngest son, Oswin Carlton, started causing all sorts of trouble. It started with getting drunk and causing a scene in town. Soon he figured out that his family would protect him from real trouble, so he kept causing bigger problems.

###

This is where my mistake comes in. My dear wife, Lynn, told me that Oswin had been coming around our house looking for our daughter Ainsley.

I clearly remember one time I heard Oswin slamming his hand hard on the door to our house demanding Ainsley come outside and go for a walk with him. I whipped the door open just as his hand was about to connect with the door, causing him to lose his balance. Before he could recover, I shoved him hard to the ground and stepped out, closing the door behind me. I heard my wife lock the door.

“Oswin, you’re drunk,” I said. “Get home.”

“I ain’t drunk,” he slurred. “Send Ainsley out so we can walk.”

“It’s late and she’s in bed. Go home.”

“It ain’t that late and I saw her looking out the window just now,” he said as he leaned around me and waved to the window.

“You’re wasting your time,” I said. “She’s engaged. Norris proposed and gave her a ring and everything.”

Oswin’s face grew red. “Well, if it gets sent back to him saying she changed her mind, then that’ll be that now, won’t it?”

“She’s not going to change her mind.”

“Then you need to go and get that ring and say she ain’t allowed to marry Norris. I’m a Carlton, and everybody belongs to us, including you, old man,” he said as he poked ineffectually at my chest.

I don’t think the thought fully formed before I slugged the young man in the face. He hit the ground hard enough to bounce his head off it. Twice.

“Go on home before something worse happens to you.”

Struggling to his feet, he took a couple of halting steps towards me as I slid my knife out of the sheath in the small of my back. The 52100 steel Bjorn Bladeworks knife had been in my family for several generations and had saved a couple of my ancestors. It looked like it was going to need to save me.

Before he closed the gap enough to justify me reacting, Edgar, Clive, and Ash all rushed down the corridor and grabbed Oswin.

Ash stepped between us with his hands held up. “No need to do anything you’ll regret now, Radcliffe.”

“Yeah,” Clive said. “He’s drunk. We’ll get him home. No harm, no foul.”

The three surrounded Oswin and led him away down the corridor into the night.

When I entered the house, my daughter and wife were in the living room. My wife was holding a magrailer.

“You need to send a message to the Sling Gate Marshals tomorrow,” Lynn said.

“I’ll reach out to Corporate Security in the morning,” I said.

My daughter burst into tears and rushed to her room.

“Corporate Security is in the pocket of the Carltons,” my wife said. “I know you don’t like bringing big government into this or risking Razor Corp finding us, but the Carltons are out of control, and you won’t get anywhere.”

“Look, we agreed we didn’t want to bring attention to ourselves,” I said, while slowly taking the railer from her. “That’s why we came out here.”

“I remember. I just don’t know what else to do.”

“Oswin will cause enough trouble that they’ll have no choice but to do something with him,” I said soothingly. “All we have to do is wait it out a little longer.”

“I guess you’re right,” she relented. “Ainsley and Norris will be married in six months and be living over at Mulan’s Slide. Once she’s out of town, Oswin will turn his attention somewhere else.”

“We just need to wait,” I said as I put the magrailer back in its charger.

###

That was the choice that I didn’t make that made me. It wasn’t even a month later when I got a panicked message from my daughter saying Oswin was at her work waiting for her to get off.

I rushed over to see him holding a proton accelerator pointed at my little girl.

“Give me that ring,” Oswin screamed while he held one hand outstretched and the other held the accelerator pointed at her face.

My daughter was frozen in place, unable to move, tears rolling down her face as she openly sobbed.

Corporate Security that was on patrol stood at the end of the corridor pretending not to see it.

I couldn’t take it. There was no choice to be made. Instinct took over. Rushing at Oswin, my knife seemed to leap from its sheath into my hand. The blade swept up under the wrist of the hand Oswin used to hold the accelerator. With tendons severed, the hand jerked back at a ninety-degree angle to his forearm, fingers opened, dropping the accelerator and a pulsing geyser of blood erupting from his wrist. Twisting my hips towards Oswin, I placed my body between him and my daughter. Following through with the tight circling arch with my blade, I cleanly sliced into his stomach and allowed the blade to slide along the bottom of his ribcage, cutting open his diaphragm and taking his breath away. His mangled body crumpled to the floor.

From that point, things became hazy. I remember spinning my daughter from the carnage I had wrought and pushing her towards the door of her employer. Firm hands grabbed me and threw me to the floor. There was a crackling of electricity, and then nothing.

###

My body jerked to consciousness as every muscle contracted. Teeth clenched so hard together that it felt as though they’d crack under their own pressure. The pounding in my head matched the irregular beat of my heart as my back arched painfully against the floor.

As quickly as it occurred, the muscles released. A Corporate Security Officer stood nearby, holding a stun baton. Looking around, I realized I was in the Settlement Confinement Center. The Jail. The only person in the cell with me was the officer. He nodded to the monitor held behind the plexiglass mounted in the wall while tapping the stun baton menacingly against his opposite hand. Outside the cell stood a second officer, his back to the cell.

I staggered to my feet and went to the monitor. When I placed my hands on the smooth metal plates along each side of the monitor, an artificial voice said, “Remain in contact with the plates and wait for your connection.”

The wait seemed endless. Finally, an image flickered to life on the screen. It appeared to be a live feed from a small courtroom. The only people present were the judge, an attorney that I presume was the prosecution, and Old Man Carlton.

“Due to the heinous brutality of the event in question, we see fit to expedite the trial and sentencing,” the judge said. “How does the defendant plead?”

The judge looked expectantly at the camera.

“Not guilty on the grounds of justified use of lethal force in the defense of another’s life,” I croaked through a dry throat.

Everyone chuckled in the courtroom.

“See, Your Honor,” the prosecutor gestured to the camera, “I told you we didn’t need to wait for a defense attorney. We have ourselves an educated driller here.”

“Very well,” the judge said, laughing. “Mr. Radcliffe Baine, you are hereby defending yourself in these proceedings. Prosecution, you may call your first witness.”

“Your Honor, I submit two signed affidavits from the security officers that responded to the event and witnessed Mr. Baine charge poor Oswin Carlton with a knife, killing him right there in front of God and everyone. I also submit the security footage that shows the same events matching up with the security personnel’s statements. As such, I didn’t believe it to be necessary to burden the court, the community, the two individuals who had to witness this horrendous act, and most of all, poor Mr. Carlton, to have to relive the horrible details of this crime and the loss of his son.”

“That’s very considerate of the prosecution,” the judge said. “I have reviewed the evidence you speak of and see no need to burden anyone else with the details.”

“Thank you, Your Honor,” the prosecution said.

“Defendant,” the judge barked, “the evidence I have been presented shows you murdering Oswin Carlton. Do you have anything to say in your defense?”

“Where’s the jury?” I asked.

“We decided there is no need for a jury trial due to the overwhelming evidence and brutality of the act you committed,” the judge stated coldly.

“It was in defense of my daughter,” I said through gritted teeth. “He had a proton accelerator pointed at her face.”

“He was playing,” Mr. Carlton yelled, while whirling around to face the camera for the first time, tears filling his eyes. “Everyone knows he messes around the settlement like this all the time. No one was in any real danger. All your brat of a daughter needed to do was give him the damn ring and it would have been over.”

Mr. Carlton dropped back into his seat and cupped his face in his hands and openly sobbed for a few seconds.

“Mr. Carlton, would you like to take a short recess?” the judge asked.

“Yes, Your Honor.” Mr. Carlton looked back at the camera with hate and tears in his eyes. “My boy would still be alive if you’d just stayed out of it and let security handle it, Radcliffe.”

“The court will adjourn for a short recess,” the judge said. “Guard, see to it the defendant remains in place with his hands on the plates until we return to session.”

I don’t know how long it took for the court to resume. Several times, my arms weakened from being held against the plates and my legs would waver. Whenever I would try to remove my hands to let them rest or sit to rest my legs, the guard would hit me with the stun baton. He was very enthusiastic about his work.

I was trembling with exhaustion and pain when the monitor flared back to life. It revealed the same courtroom and attendees as before.

“Mr. Baine,” the judge stated, “during the recess, I reviewed the evidence presented by the prosecution. It clearly showed the Corporate Security Officers on site. They did not appear to be concerned about the activities of young Mr. Oswin Carlton. They are trained to handle such situations and didn’t see Oswin Carlton’s actions as a threat to the community. You should have left them to handle the situation. Since you acted on your own and had a deadly weapon in the form of a knife on you at the time of the incident, I am ruling that this was a premeditated act of murder on your part. As such, you are not eligible for an appeal. The sentence of death by Compulsory Organ Harvest will be carried out in the morning. Case closed.” The gavel slammed with a crash that shattered my world.

The screen went black before the full scope of the statement had time to set in. My arms dropped, followed by the rest of my body as I collapsed to the floor. The guard looked as though he was going to proceed to beat me again, but then turned, opened the door to the cell, and walked out.

The guard in the corridor turned for the first time, and I saw an older face looking at me. The edges of her eyes were downturned, matching the frown on her face. It was Janet Cleary. She was security on our colony ship when it touched down. I remembered she also led the team that provided security against the then-unknown creatures of this world while we drilled for water during the first twenty-eight days after we landed. Her head dropped as she fell in step behind her younger partner moving down the corridor.

###

I was roused awake by the buzz of the cell door unlocking. Cautiously, I grasped the door to find it was indeed unlocked. Sliding it open, I saw a bag on the floor of the corridor. I checked the corridor for any guards. In the bag were two sets of clothes. One was a janitor’s uniform with a hat; the second was ordinary street clothes, shoes, a wide-brim hat, three handwritten notes, a crudely drawn map of the building, and my knife.

Looking at the map, it looked like a janitor’s closet was only a few cells down. I made a run for the closet. Once inside, I pushed a trash bin against the door and changed into the janitor’s uniform and stuffed the jail jumpsuit into a trash bag and buried it in the trash bin.

Once I was changed, I looked at the notes.

One was from Janet: “I overheard the trial, if you can call it that. I spread the word, and there are people protesting around the jail, government center, and courthouse. I’m sure you can figure out how to use the janitor’s uniform and map to get out of the building. Once outside, you should be able to slip through the crowd in street clothes. You need to get off the planet as fast as you can. There’s a jump shuttle leaving Galion Mount Settlement tomorrow. Be on it.”

The second note was from my wife. “I know you did what you did because you felt it had to be done, but Ainsley and I are so tired of always needing to watch our backs in these lawless places. We met up with Norris and his family. Everyone’s leaving the planet and heading back to the Inner Solara System to settle down. I know you can’t go back there because of what’s happened in the past, but we need the stability of an established government. Know that we love you, but don’t come and find us. Trouble always follows you, and we need a quiet life. You know it’s for the best. I love you, but goodbye. Lynn.”

The third and final note was the legacy of the knife I carried. Nothing more and nothing less.

After reading the notes, I took a moment to let everything sink in. I had the means to escape, but no family to escape to. At least they would be safe from any further heartache caused by me. Truthfully, without needing to worry about my loved ones being attacked by the Carltons, I was free to deal with them in any way that presented itself.

After tossing a roll of all-purpose tape into the bag with the rest of my gifted gear, I placed it in a trash bag and settled it securely on top of the pile of other bags in the trash bin. Then I laid a broom and dustpan on top to hold everything in place and finish the camouflage. With my disguise set, I opened the door to the janitorial closet and started making my way to the loading dock where the trash compactor was located, and my freedom.

There was no trouble making my way to the loading dock. Very few people ever really notice janitors. I walked past and even said, “Excuse me,” as I passed the guards en route to the dock. No one even made eye contact, let alone questioned me. All it really takes is to look like you belong wherever you are, and you can move through most places with ease.

At the loading dock, I pulled the bag holding the rest of my gear and walked out of the Government Center. Janet’s note was correct: there was a crowd of people declaring I deserved a jury trial and a stay of execution until the Sling Gate Marshals arrived to review the case. At least my peers understood what was happening. They’d seen the Carltons for who they really were.

Near the protest was a public restroom. There, I put the street clothes on over the janitor’s uniform and donned the wide-brim hat. The hat hid my eyes from the sun, as well as from the prying cameras scattered around the settlement. The last thing I did was use the all-purpose tape to tape the notes and my knife to the skin on the small of my back.

Exiting the restroom, I made my way through the crowd and headed to an exit hatch that would lead to the Sapphire Sands. It’d be hard to cross, but it was the fastest way to Galion Mount Settlement. If I was lucky, a sympathetic soul might give me a lift in a crawler. If not, I could make the crossing on foot if I walked all night.

I stepped through the hatchway into the night. It was cold, like a spring evening in the high desert back on Old Earth. The ground released the heat it had captured during the day up toward me as I walked. Between that and the energy expended as I walked, the temperature was bearable.

Baldon 3’s two moons had risen. Vexalnus was high overhead, showing only a sliver of its orange radiance, while Creanus was a full silvery disc in the sky just above the horizon. Everything was well-lit. Probably too well-lit.

I had been walking for a few hours when I heard the roar of a crawler rolling across the sands toward me. There were some low foothills to the north of me with some sparse trees growing. It seemed like a good idea to make a run for the hills. The idea was to use the elevated position to see if they were a search party or travelers headed for Galion Mount Settlement. My guess was that they were a posse looking for me, because it was either late or very early for travelers.

Once at the top of the first of the foothills, I laid down under one of the sparse gnarled trees and watched. That’s when I noticed to my horror that the Sapphire Sands revealed my footprints as a shimmering trail under the silver glare of Creanus. At ground level, they weren’t noticeable, but at ten feet off the ground, the freshly disturbed sand sparkled like flares. Unfortunately, most crawlers were at least ten feet tall.

It wasn’t long before the crawler came into view. I held my breath, as if holding my breath would help me see better, and watched for any sign the driver of the crawler was following my trail. The crawler didn’t slow or waver as it reached where I left my straight heading and veered toward the foothills.

With a sigh of relief, I rose and started towards Galion Mount. This time I decided to stay in the foothills. It would be harder to walk and slow me down, but I no longer wanted to risk being caught by a posse after traveling so far.

Creanus had risen high in the sky and Vexalnus had set as I reached an area of the foothills that held taller trees. I remembered this area as one that had water closer to the surface. It would have been a good spot for a settlement, but the close water attracted the biggest of the mastocroms. Even though we knew how to drop one, a herd can destroy a colony ship fast.

The first orange glow of dawn brightened the eastern sky. Galion Mount and freedom were only a few more hours away. At least that was what I thought.

I walked over the crest of a hill to find Clive sitting on a boulder, magrailer lying across his lap. “Fancy meeting you way out here, Radcliffe.”

Movement to my right drew my attention as Ash stepped into the clearing. Before I could say anything, my world went dark.

I was brought back to consciousness as a bag of ice smashed into my face. My hands were tied behind my back. Clive tossed the bag of ice on top of a pile overfilling an ice chest before setting the lid precariously on top of the pile. Then Clive and Edgar jerked me to my feet as Ash pulled a rope that ran over a tree branch and ended in a noose around my neck.

“Get your high and mighty ass on top of that chest,” Clive growled in my ear.

Once in place, Ash pulled the rope as tight as he could before tying it off to the base of a tree.

###

Now I stood on top of a slippery ice chest, the noose around my neck, watching those boys drive off and a video camera pointed right at me to show the entire settlement what happens to those who cross the Carltons. Things were certainly not going splendidly.

I could feel that my knife and letters were still taped under the two layers of clothes I wore. My hopes were that the layers of clothes kept them from feeling the knife. At least that part of the plan had worked out.

Ensuring my hands were hidden from the camera’s view, I ripped the knife from my back with a sickening sound. Once pulled from my body the knife slid free from its sheath. The sharp blade sliced through the rope in a few quick sawing motions.

Just as the ropes fell from my hands, I heard the crack of trees parting up the hillside. Looking down I realized that the melting ice was likely to attract mastocroms.

As if summoned by my thoughts, a mastocrom scuttled through the trees, headed for me and my ice chest perch. Small, scissor-like feeder claws snapped in the air for the life-giving water. It heedlessly charged straight ahead, oblivious to my small fleshy form, and crushed the camera.

With no time to waste, I reached over my head, and with two quick slashes on the tight rope, I was rewarded with a hard drop to the ground. Free of most of the rope and with the beast’s full attention focused on the ice chest, I scrambled on my hands and knees into the brush.

While the mastocrom consumed the ice, I used the distraction to move uphill so I could get a good vantage point and think through my situation. Looking off into the distance towards Wanderers’ Rest, I couldn’t make out any plumes of dust. It didn’t look like anyone was coming back.

###

Many people think the key to not being found is finding a dark hole to hide in. That’s a rookie mistake. It’s better to hide in plain sight. Very few people think to look right in front of them for something or someone who’s missing.

The key that makes this work is to prepare in advance. You must live like you will need to disappear at any moment.

Step one is to stash bug-out kits in areas you don’t frequent often. Hide them where it’s hard to get to them. That helps improve the odds they’ll be there when you need them. Then never go back to them until you absolutely need them.

The next step is to form a routine of where you go and what you do. Take the same routes to the same places. Shop and trade at the same businesses and with the same people. Purchase the same items and food. Try to do it at the same time of day and at regular intervals. Give the appearance of being a person of habit. This may sound like you’re setting yourself up to get caught, but what you’re doing is giving anyone searching for you a place they’ll focus their attention on. These routines are the same ones you won’t use when you need to disappear. If you need to turn the tables on your pursuers, you can find them looking in these areas of your old life. No need to search for them in their routines—they’ll be focusing on your old haunts, and it will be much easier to ambush them.

The last thing is to pay attention to everyone and everything, before and after you make your disappearance. If you hear someone complaining about people being lax at their job, those are the new places to go to and obtain the things you need. If they don’t pay attention to their responsibilities, they won’t pay attention to you.

###

I’d given it a few hours to see if anyone came chasing me. Most likely the Carltons and most of Wanderers’ Rest thought I was dead. In the opposite direction was Galion Mount. I was close enough to see light flash off the shuttles as they took off for orbit. My family was off the planet and safe. All I had to do was walk the rest of the way there and I could be off the world and safe, too. I could go against their wishes and follow them back to the Inner Solara System. If I showed up on their doorstep, they’d take me in.

What, then? Sit and watch the clock to see how long it took for Razor Corp to show up with an assignment I couldn’t refuse without the not-so-veiled threats against my family? No. They’re right. They are far safer without me.

This time I have choices to make. I looked back towards Wanderers’ Rest. There’s a group back there that I believe has something to learn.

I made my way back to where the mastocrom had enjoyed its ice. There, I retrieved my hat and managed a few sips of water that was left before starting out for Wanderers’ Rest.

About halfway back, I stopped and scanned the horizon for a small group of mastocrom hunters. Once I found a group, I made my way to their camp.

It was one of the newer groups that came to Baldon 3 to get rich off mastocrom hunting. They hadn’t recognized my face. Luckily, I have a face that doesn’t stand out. That feature had benefited me in my previous profession. After some small talk and pleasantries, they agreed to give me a ride back to Wanderers’ Rest in exchange for my help butchering their catch.

Coming in aboard a hunting crawler after dark let me reenter Wanderers’ Rest without getting scanned. There were too many hunting groups these days to keep track of every person on the team. Security just scanned the crawler and counted heads. Keep moving through the group and they lose count quickly and you’re in. Before I departed their company, the captain gave me a few credits for the help on their hunt and an offer to join their hunting party when they headed out again. We shook hands on the deal, and I departed them with a smile and some laughs, not sure if we’d meet again.

Once in, I began heading for my first stash. All I really needed was my knife, but it wouldn’t hurt to have more gear in my toolbox. My stash was located at the school.

After we struck the first water well, my team and I pitched in and helped set up some of the other needed facilities, like public bathhouses, the hospital, and the school. While working at the school, some equipment that was “lost” by the security team turned up there.

On the way to my stash, I made a stop at a small convenience store that I had never visited to purchase some clothes in the style I’d seen students wearing and some foundation makeup. A quick stop at a public bathhouse to change and use the makeup to smooth out wrinkles and cover some sunspots, and I was back heading to the school.

At the school, all I had to do was walk up to a side entrance. You’d think security at a school would be extremely tight, but teenagers have never let me down. They’re always so wrapped up in their own personal problems that if you don’t look openly hostile or menacing, they’ll just open the door and let you in.

Once inside, I went to the restroom. Climbing on top of the toilet in one of the stalls, I was able to lift one of the ceiling tiles of the drop ceiling. Pushing aside the vape dispensers, drugs, alcohol, and other usual contraband you find in the ceiling of a school, I was able to find the crude patch in the drywall. Pushing on it, the clips gave way and dropped the panel, revealing the thin flexible metal cable. Pulling on it lifted my stash bag.

The stash bag was an ordinary school backpack, but inside was a first aid kit, flashlight, a sawed-off magrail repeater, a hand proton accelerator, stun baton, and one thousand credits. The weapons were fully charged, thanks to the additional electrical outlet I had hidden in the wall, and highly illegal.

Leaving the school was just as easy as getting in. I stopped at a different public bathhouse to change clothes to the original street clothes, but I opted to leave the makeup on. The makeup changed my appearance just enough that at a glance I wasn’t easily recognizable. I then headed to my old residence.

Going back to my quarters wasn’t to see if my family was still there or to look for items. I’m sure everything and everyone of value was long gone. My purpose was to see who was watching my place.

Over the years I’ve lived there, the security cameras mounted to watch my corridor kept failing. That was because I had mounted a micro random frequency modulator to the electrical line feeding the power to the camera. The constantly changing frequency would destroy the digital boards in time. None of the technicians figured it out, so they just stopped fixing it. The reason I did this was if anyone wanted to spy on me, they needed to get off their butts and come look for themselves.

I kept a good distance back and watched the corridor. It didn’t take long for the impatient Ash to stir from the alcove he had been standing in. His back was turned towards where I was watching from. He was watching the entrance to my old place.

As tempting as it was to shoot him in the back from where I stood, that wasn’t what I was there for. I needed to know if they thought I was dead. If they were watching my place, they at least thought I could be alive. I had the information I needed to make my choice.

###

Now was the time for a good meal, a better drink, and to wait. Settling into a restaurant that I had always wanted to go to, I ordered a steak, ale, and enjoyed a breather until nightfall.

Once night fell, I settled my tab, shouldered my backpack, and headed into the night.

The corridors were very nearly emptied. The settlement stood in the lull in traffic between the people leaving their work and going out for their evening activities. It was hardly the ideal condition for a wanted person to move around, but it was the best time for a confrontation. I needed to send a message. They needed time to react.

Keeping a wary eye out, and a hand on my proton accelerator, I made my way to where I had seen Ash watching my old residence. The corridors in this area were far emptier than I had ever remembered seeing them in all the time I had lived there.

I heard Edgar’s loud laughing voice long before I saw him. He was talking with Clive in the same alcove Ash had been in earlier.

These two were way too obvious in their activities. It had to be a trap. I looked around and searched for Ash in the nearby area. Sure enough, I saw Ash farther down the corridor holding a long-range proton accelerator.

Ash was set up at a junction between two corridors. Edgar and Clive drew attention and could watch Ash’s back while Ash watched theirs. This was a clever ambush they had set up for me. I must say, I was impressed.

It would be a tricky approach, but not impossible. I moved around the block and approached from the corridor to Ash’s right side. The size of his long-range proton accelerator would hamper his ability to swing toward me.

The sawed-off magrail repeater was only good for multiple targets at conversation distances. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get that close to Ash before being sighted. Instead, I judged my sprinting distance to an adjoining corridor intersection behind me that I knew had two sharp turns to give me cover.

When I was at the right distance, I pulled my hand proton accelerator and fired three quick shots at Ash, not really expecting to hit him, but to draw his attention and to throw him off guard. Then I turned and sprinted for the corridor.

The plan worked; I heard the excited shouts from the men as they converged on my position. As I reached just inside the last sharp turn to the corridor, I spun around and pulled my sawed-off magrail repeater from the backpack, letting the backpack fall to the floor.

My adversaries rounded the corner on me with weapons pulled. They were so courteous to arrive on time and so nicely bunched together. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. I pulled the trigger and the round bundle of barrels spun to life, spitting magnetically propelled fragmenting steel projectiles into their bodies. The showdown was over in the span of a heartbeat.

Grabbing the backpack from the floor, I slid the spent sawed-off weapon into it and quickly walked in the direction they had come from. It seemed like a safe bet that the residents knew something violent was going to happen, and that’s why no one was on the street earlier and probably would not be coming out because of the noise. To my surprise, there was someone there.

As I rounded the corner to the main corridor in front of my old home, a figure stood leaning against my door frame. I had never seen this person before.

She wore a long, dark coat over a button-down red blouse, and dark-colored pants tucked in knee-high leather boots. A long braid of blond hair hung over her right shoulder. A hand proton accelerator hung in a low holster at her waist. White mist from a vapor rolled from her lips into the night air.

“Radcliffe Baine, I presume,” she said, with an exhale of white vapor.

I nodded while I tipped my hat with my left hand and let my right hand rest on my own accelerator. “You have me at a disadvantage. You know me, but I can’t say I know you.”

She took another drag from her vape before exhaling and said, “The name of the messenger is not important, just the message.”

“What’s the message, then?”

She put her vape away and pulled a thumb drive from her pants pocket and held it up. “This has the video that shows the truth of what happened that night. It’s all you need to set the record straight with the Sling Gate Marshals. It also has a prepaid passage to their outpost on the edge of the Outer Banks Ethereal System. You won’t even have to go into the Inner Solara System to clear your name.”

“Okay. What do I need to do to get it?”

Tucking it back into her pants as she walked into the corridor, she answered, “You can have it over my dead body.”

With that, she spun towards me, her accelerator seeming to magically appear in her hand as she raised it, swinging the muzzle smoothly towards me. Instinctually, I drew my accelerator from its holster on my right side. The only thing that I moved was my hand and lower arm at the elbow. The movement of her upper body drew my attention and consequently my aim.

Our weapons screeched in unison. The bright flashes momentarily blinded me. Then I felt a burning pain like a hot poker jammed into the thick flesh of the outer edge of my right forearm. Then everything went silent.

After blinking away the bright white dots in my vision, I surveyed the scene. She knelt on the ground. Her hands were at her sides, the accelerator barely held in her right hand. Smoke raised from the braid over her shoulder before the lower half of it separated from the rest and fell to the ground, revealing a smoking hole in her chest. Her body followed the braid to the ground.

I moved quickly to the gunslinger’s body and pulled the thumb drive from her pocket. Then I searched the corpse. There was no identification of any sort on her. It must have been a professional hit.

###

“After reviewing the evidence presented, it is evident that the defendant did indeed use lethal force, but only to the extent needed to ensure the safety of an unarmed and threatened dependent,” the Judge Superior stated.

My mind wandered back to the events that transpired after the accelerator fight in the corridors of Wanderers’ Rest.

The thumb drive did in fact contain the unedited video of what had transpired between me and Oswin Carlton. It also had a prepaid passage to the Outer Banks Ethereal System. There was a brief note from Old Man Carlton stating that he left the planet on the same transport that brought the accelerator slinger he had hired. If the slinger lost, he would already be gone and just wouldn’t come back. Apparently, my real identity and previous profession was revealed to them by someone when I escaped from prison.

I had to choose between chasing him or clearing my name. Clearing my name would give Old Man Carlton the time he needed to disappear. It seemed obvious that I needed to clear my name before I could effectively hunt him, anyway.

“Therefore, it is this court’s decision to exonerate the defendant, Mr. Radcliffe Baine,” the Judge Superior continued. “Case closed.” The gavel rapped on the bar.

When the monitor viewing the courtroom went blank, the guard opened the cell door and handed me a case with my belongings neatly stowed inside. In addition to my clothes and my knife were the letters from my escape, but there was a new one added to the pile.

Mr. Radcliffe Baine,

My name is Leigh Webstere. The reputation you developed in your youth as Rad Baine during the Razor Corp takeover of Constructiva Interstellor precedes you. I represent a group that is interested in hiring an individual with your unique skill set. Contact me at your convenience. My office is in the Alliance Law Office, Suite 3343, in the Outer Banks Ethereal System Legal District. I look forward to presenting an offer for your services.

In The Service,

Leigh Webstere

It looked like I had another choice to make.


In the Ashes of Dawn
Amanda Rein


Jackson Porter was a name he hadn’t heard in nearly four years, but it still made the blood burn through his veins.

It was in a seedy dive near the edge of polite space, a hole in the wall that served stale beer to almost any species, thinned with even staler water. Of all the places serving alcohol on the planet, this was one of the few where Cailin Reese was still welcome.

He sat alone at the dingy bar, nursing a forgettable drink and staring at the wall, where only two things might catch his attention: a holographic newsreel and the old tin sign below it. The sign read, “Payment Is Not Optional, But You Are,” and it was the more interesting of the two.

Until that name floated by.

He nearly missed it.

“Hey. Hey!” he hollered at the bartender, the bass of his voice breaking through the quiet. “Run tha’ back!” The words slurred a touch.

Marx, the tall and lanky Shiivot bartender, turned his solid white eyes the human’s way. The simple line that served as his mouth quirked with mild curiosity behind his candied-apple red beard. Between his long hair and beard—which his people traditionally dyed in vibrant shades for celebrations—and his lavender toned skin, he was the only colorful thing in the place. He stood out, even in the shadows.

Unhurried by Cailin’s tone, Marx’s three-fingered hands finished wiping down a glass before he reached under the bar to the reel controls.

The static teal words blinked in and out of existence as they zipped in reverse below the flickering images of the reporters.

“Further. A little further,” Cailin directed. “There!”

The holograph stopped and the words resumed their normal trek across the wall’s wooden boards as the reporter said them aloud.

“Mayoral election results for Dustridge on Corrlox: challenger, Jackson Porter, beats incumbent, Mitchell Orchest, in a landslide. New mayor to be sworn into office in one standard week.”

A sneer curled up Cailin’s lip as he read Jackson Porter’s name, and his fist closed on the handle of his mug until the copper dented. Uncurling his fingers, he tugged at the buttons on the collar of his once–white, henley workshirt. It felt like they were cutting off his air even though they were nowhere near his throat.

He tore his attention away from the projection when the headline disappeared to make way for the next one. His deep amber eyes were so wide that the whites of them stood out in contrast to his dark complexion as he tried to clear the fuzziness from his mind.

“Marx,” Cailin said, working to speak clearly and running a hand over his coarse, crewcut hair, “you know where Corrlox is?”

Marx looked up from his glass cleaning with a nonchalant shrug. “Not exactly. Two or three jumps, I think,” he answered in a watery voice. He pointed at the newsreel. “That’s regional ‘ment, so it can’t be more than two systems.”

Cailin nodded, rubbing his hand over his chin as his thoughts lurched. Several days’ worth of rough, black stubble peppered with gray irritated his palm, but he didn’t pay it any mind.

Two or three jumps meant anywhere from four to nine days of travel. It wouldn’t take much to find out which system Corrlox was in. There were only about half a dozen in that range. Then he just needed a ship. A small hopper would do the trick. He didn’t need extra room to sleep in; he’d slept in a ship seat more times than he cared to remember. Probably wouldn’t be getting much sleep, anyway. He could just divert off the jump-space lanes to catch a few hours planetside if the need became dire.

He jolted from his thoughts when spindly, purple fingers snapped in his face.

“Hey, Marshal. Lost you for a min there,” Marx said, his head tilted and his eyebrows peaked. “You got that look again.”

“Don’t call me that,” Cailin grumbled, picking up his mug to finish the beer.

Marx shrugged. He’d called Cailin by the old title often enough, and Cailin knew he wouldn’t listen. Marx was also about the closest thing Cailin had to a friend anymore, so he couldn’t complain much without risking being banned from one of the last bars on Savel willing to take chits off him.

Setting down his mug with a thunk, Cailin sighed and pointed a finger at the newsreel. “That was him,” he said.

“‘Him’ who?”

His intense eyes met Marx’s, and a muscle twitched at the hinge of his jaw. Frowning, Cailin ground out the single word with emphasis. “Him.”

Marx straightened, reaching out for the empty mug. “‘Him’? The one what stole from you, and you’ve been looking for since we met?”

The answer was a single nod.

The slash of Marx’s mouth twisted up in thought as he lifted an eyebrow. “So, he’s real.”

When Cailin’s perpetual frown deepened into a scowl, Marx raised his hands in surrender, the dented mug dangling on a digit. “Sorry. Couldn’t help wondering.”

Cailin pushed off his stool and stood, teetering. He fished into a pocket of his worn, gray work pants and pulled out a pile of silver chits, tossing them onto the bar top. “See you around, Marx,” he huffed and turned towards the exit.

As he reached the door, Marx called after him. “Hey, Marshal!”

He paused with a big hand on the door, looking back at the bartender from the corner of his eye.

“What he take from you anyway?”

Cailin shoved the swinging door open and stepped out into the night, his gravelly answer hanging in the air of the quiet bar.

“Everything.”

#

Lamps cast living shadows across Cailin’s face as he staggered down the street, hands clenched into fists. His boots fell heavy on the dirt, or dragged through it, as he stumbled.

He stopped to lean against the beam of a porch, needing to let the street stop swaying.

The door of the house opened, and a faint yellow light spilled out. A man stepped into the door frame, blocking some of the light, and the silhouette of a young girl peeked out from behind his legs.

Cailin squinted at them. He couldn’t make out the details of their faces. They were probably human. This planet was mostly populated by humans, but it was hard to tell in the dark.

“Do you need something, sir?” the shadow asked, with a voice that was younger than Cailin expected. He might barely be a teenager.

Still, he held himself confidently and, even drunk, Cailin didn’t miss the way one arm was held behind him as his other hand kept the smaller child back. He was holding a gun of some sort, or a knife. Out of caution, Cailin figured, despite the polite manner of his speech.

Shaking his head, Cailin took a staggering step back from the house with his hands held out and down at his sides.

“Nothin’ I need.” His words slurred again as he assured the protective brother. At least, Cailin guessed they were brother and sister. “Jus’ catching my breath. I’ll be on my way.”

The young man nodded and inched the door closed until only a sliver of light remained.

Cailin could feel the kids watching as he turned and resumed his winding slog down the road.

He didn’t notice the unsteadiness of his steps anymore or his languid pace. The siblings occupied his mind, until his thoughts drifted into memories.

“‘What did he take?’” He mumbled Marx’s question back to himself.

#

Family.

Tenny had poked her head up from under the control console of the Hidalgo-class tramp freighter. Her smile had been bright, the warmth of excitement bringing a glow to her sepia-brown skin, as she’d grasped the console’s edge and hauled herself up to her feet. She had finished the move with a hop and the tight, rich–auburn curls haloing her head had bounced.

Almost thirty and she still reminded him of a teenager.

“Oh, she’ll fly like a dream, I bet. No fit!” She brushed her palms off on her trousers, adding more grease to the already stained material. Her grinning expression turned to her brother’s serious face. “It’s a good buy, Cail. You should take it.”

Cailin let a smirk touch his lips as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders, holding her against his side.

“Think so?”

Tenny nodded, looking around the cockpit. She wrapped one arm around his waist and propped her other hand on her hip. “Yeah, Bro. She’ll get you places. Guaranteed.”

He lifted his free hand to rub over his pursed lips in thought before he returned her smile. “What should her name be?”

Tenny pursed her own lips for a moment, then nibbled at the lower one. “How about… Lucky Dawn? Sounds like a fresh start, right?”

His cleanshaven cheeks pulled into a wide grin, and he squeezed her shoulders. “It’s perfect.”

Tenny beamed up at him.

There was a long pause while the siblings looked around the cockpit, until Cailin glanced over at Tenny again from the corner of his eye. “You know, she’s gonna need a pilot…” he said as his brows eased upward.

Her golden-hued eyes had snapped up to his, wider than he could ever remember seeing them. “Really?!” she had shrieked.

#

Cailin groaned as he finally managed to stumble into his single-room rental above the tannery shop, nose wrinkling in disgust.

The stink of the shop permeated the floorboards and filled the space. It clung in his nostrils, and he always had to escape for hours to be free of it.

Wobbling, he worked to toe off his boots and skin off his clothes. Once down to underpants, he collapsed back onto a lumpy mattress in the corner. His arms dropped onto the pillow above his head as he heaved a shaking sigh and stared up at the shadowed ceiling.

He’d try to get a few hours of sleep. Then he could figure out his next move. He just needed enough rest to shake off the haze of alcohol and push away the weight of remembering.

Mind wandering, he absently traced a silvered scar on his left forearm.

#

Love.

He couldn’t believe his luck.

It had been the first time the rest of the crew had all disembarked at the same time, leaving him and the ship’s medic alone. The others had piled into the ship’s lone shuttle and headed down to the surface with Tenny at the controls. He’d wondered if they’d planned it, and if he owed them each a gift basket or something.

Every other thought disappeared then, as she dragged him off to his quarters and they frantically freed one another of clothing.

Months of dancing around each other coalesced: of fleeting touches in passing, and conversations about everything and nothing, like how she became a medic and his years as a marshal for Tarkian Corp, a privatized law enforcement agency. Talks that lasted into the early morning hours repeatedly, because neither wanted to leave. All those moments crashed together into this one place in time, in the quiet of the Dawn as it drifted through the silence of space.

He marveled at her softness beneath his calloused fingers, and the sharp contrast of each exposed inch of flushed, olive tan skin against the deep umber shade of his own. He knew she was beautiful, but he wasn’t prepared for how she stole his breath away.

He was lost in her: the floral scent of her chestnut brown hair and the way it glided between his fingers, the honeyed taste of her kisses, and the sweet sounds of her breath catching. Her fingers dancing across the planes of his body sent lightning arcing through his nerves as she tangled up with him in the sheets.

His name on her lips was a gift from the stars, and hers was pure poetry.

“Zara…”

#

The memory haunted him and, after what felt like hours, Cailin slipped into a fitful sleep, still tracing the scar on his arm. It was the last of many wounds Zara had stitched up for him.

Her name echoed in his mind as he drifted off; a melody teasing him from the past.

#

In the morning, Cailin gradually woke with the dreamed memory of Zara’s lips branding his skin. It faded with consciousness and an unforgiving headache.

Savel’s twin suns shot daggers of light through the threadbare towel serving as a curtain. They pierced his eyelids with malevolence and Cailin groaned, burying his face against the pillow until his gut roiled in complaint. He shoved up to his feet and into a tiny bathroom, expelling what contents remained in his stomach from yesterday’s scant dinner and plentiful drinks.

He sat for a while outside the bathroom. His back resting against the door frame, he considered his next steps.

Clothes. Breakfast. He needed more chits to buy a hopper. Maybe he could trade the Dawn.

He pushed that thought aside. First, he needed to get out of this town and to the city, to the shipyard.

Slowly rising to his feet, he dug out fresh clothes and pulled them on along with his boots. Packing a bag with a few travel essentials, he glanced around the humble rental before heading out into the day’s relentless sunlight.

#

The shuttle train sped across the pale green plains, leaving the town of Grayroot behind and heading for the only city on the planet: Ebony Spire. The planet was an exporter of obsidian and basalt from ancient volcanic eruptions. Many location names across the planet highlighted the color of those goods.

Cailin sat back in the hard seat, his travel pack tucked under his arm, trying to get comfortable as he waited for the train to reach its destination. His head rested back, and his eyes were closed in a fruitless attempt to lessen the unrelenting pounding in his head.

Raucous laughter from further up the car echoed back to him and Cailin grimaced, eyes cracking open to find the offenders.

A group of young travelers were gathered closely together on two rows of seats, joking and jostling one another over the chairs. There were four females: two humans, one Shiivot and one Crestian; there were also three males: two humans and one Daynols.

Cailin watched the last of the group, the reptilian Daynols, lean in to whisper something to the Shiivot, whose long hair was dyed a sapphire blue. She gaped at him over her shoulder and then burst into a bubbling giggle as she turned in her seat to smack the Daynols on the chest.

Closing his eyes again, Cailin chuffed a faint laugh. It faded as his brows pinched together, and he briefly looked back down the car at the Daynols.

“What did he take?” Cailin whispered to himself, again.

#

Friends.

“Hey!” Cailin had groused, reaching over his shoulder to smack at Tenny’s hands as he sat at the small galley’s lone table, straddling the back of a chair. “I grew it out so you could braid it, not so you could torture me.”

She deftly dodged his blind attack and retaliated with a hard flick to the back of his ear, making him wince again.

“Quit being a baby,” she said with a grin and a conspiratorial wink at Zara, who was sitting across from Cailin.

Zara pressed her full lips together, doing her best not to laugh at Cailin’s uncharacteristic whining. She rearranged the cards in her slender hands a few times before leaning forward to grab a new one from the top of the deck. “Turn!” she said brightly.

Grumbling under his breath, Cailin took his turn exchanging a card and bit back another grimace. As he called his turn, the clacking of claws on the metal decking pulled his attention from the game. At least, it almost did, until Tenny’s less than gentle hands tugged his head back into place with a death grip on his locks. He snarled at her, and she flicked at his ear again.

The ship’s mechanic, a beefy Daynols named Jarrn, with arms as thick as Cailin’s calves, stepped into view at the end of the table. He chuckled at his captain’s plight as he took a bite out of a bovine stick. His silver, slitted eyes sparkled with amusement.

The big alien plopped himself down into a chair to watch the card game, munching on his snack. His bare, clawed feet lifted to prop up on the corner of the table, digitigrade legs crossing at the ankles.

Jarrn was a perfect example of his boisterous and friendly people. Centuries prior, when humans began exploring the galaxy, Daynols were one of the first intelligent species that they encountered. However, things started out strained due to misunderstandings around the Daynols’ appearance. It took time, but things were smoothed out, in no small part due to the Daynols’ friendly nature, and Jarrn personified that.

Leaning forward, the reptilian smiled good-naturedly as he showed them a set of points that Cailin had missed in the most recent hand of the game.

Zara scoffed at him, jokingly accused him of treachery, and retaliated by shoving his feet off the table.

With a deep laugh, Jarrn kicked his feet right back up, the galley’s overhead lights shimmering off his small, soft scales with the movement. Daynols’ scales came in various green or teal shades and were accented with random, bioluminescent markings of warmer colors. Jarrn’s were jeweled turquoise, and his markings showed a brilliant orange.

After a while, Jarrn looked up at Tenny and her progress with Cailin’s hair. He gave her a cheeky, sharp-toothed grin.

“Braid mine next?” he asked, his guttural voice managing to sound cheerful. He held up a chunk of his long silver hair at her.

Tenny paused her work and stuck out a hip to rest one hand on.

“Hell no!” she declared, pointing at Jarrn’s pitted snout with the comb in her other hand. “I’m not putting in all that work again, just for you to take them out four days later, like last time.”

The mechanic pouted. Actually pouted. Cailin wouldn’t have thought that reptilian face was capable of the expression if he hadn’t seen it himself. He and Zara chuckled.

“Oh, come on,” Jarrn pleaded. “I really liked them. My hair just doesn’t hold them as well.”

Tenny had shook her head, turning back to her brother’s hair. “That sounds like a you problem, big guy. Not a me problem,” she had quipped.

#

Cailin turned his head to look out the shuttle window as empty pastures continued to speed by, chuckling at the memory of Jarrn’s braids.

Jarrn had been playfully indignant with Tenny for days, until she gave in and braided his hair. When he took them out a few days later, as predicted, she gave him no end of grief over it and never did help with his hair again.

Cailin lifted a hand to run it over his own hair, contemplating the thickening curls. He’d need to get it cut again soon, or find someone to braid it.

No. No one but Tenny had ever braided his hair and that wasn’t changing.

Excited chattering from up ahead caught his attention again and he turned to watch the group. It appeared someone had snatched a book from the Crestian, an avian type of alien. Now her friends were pointing back and forth at one another, none willing to accept blame, as they passed the book around behind their backs so the same person wasn’t holding it for long.

It brought another smile to Cailin’s normally grim features, though it faded before long, his eyes haunted again.

#

Wingman.

One of the women sitting in the booth at the bar had crossed her arms and glared at Cailin and Marek, leaning back into the cushions. She’d pointedly rested a bent knee on the seat beside her so neither of them could sit. Her two friends, who had taken a liking to the pair of former marshals more readily, did a double-take and then sighed. Without a word, they’d stretched out, too.

It seemed that Marek’s target, the redhead, was the queen bee of the group and, so far, she was not impressed with him.

Cailin whispered to Marek. “Sure about this?”

Marek tossed him a smirk. “Have I ever led you wrong?” After a brief pause, he shook his head. “Actually, don’t answer that.”

Several tense heartbeats passed before the woman sighed and arched a well–shaped eyebrow. She pointed at Cailin. “He’s the captain?” Marek nodded, and the pointing finger shifted towards his chest. “You’re the translator?” After another nod, she pointed at the gun holstered on Marek’s hip. “What does a translator need with that?”

Both men blinked, glancing down at the laser-sighted, energy-bolt pistol, and then looked back up at her. It was odd that she didn’t seem to think twice about the revolver on Cailin’s thigh.

Marek gave her his best, charming smile: the one that reached his green eyes, showed off the dimple in his cheek, and could have gotten him a pass on war crimes. “Unfortunately, some folks in the galaxy only understand one form of communication,” he drawled, patting the weapon’s grip with one hand as the other pushed through his sandy blonde hair. “But I pride myself on being fluent in many types.”

She just stared at him and blinked, her painted lips pressing into a line. Meanwhile, her friends were trying, and failing, to hold back flirty smiles. Unlike Queen Bee, they seemed to appreciate the swaggering confidence. However, they still didn’t make room for the men, unwilling to rebel.

“I don’t think I’m getting anywhere, bud,” Marek finally conceded in a whisper, glancing over at Cailin. He froze, scowling at his friend.

Cailin was standing with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his worn, leather marshal’s jacket. His head was down, and he was trying to suppress his amusement.

When Marek had grabbed his sleeve and pulled him away from the women and towards the exit into the shipyard, where the Dawn was parked, Cailin had let the laughter rumble out of him. He’d tugged his arm free and clapped his disgruntled companion on the shoulder.

“Mare, I think that’s the first woman to not fall for your lines since we were three!”

#

Cailin squinted as he stepped out of the shipyard office and back into the harsh afternoon light, tucking a small data-drive into a pocket on his gun belt. The receptionist had updated his map of the jump-space lanes.

Now, he knew where Corrlox was.

The Quinnier system.

Three jumps.

Eight days.

Once he got his hands on a ship, it would only take him eight days to reach Jackson Porter’s planet.

#

He stood so still that the salvage yard manager wasn’t sure if Cailin heard him.

The rotund man drummed his fingers on his protective helmet in uncertainty, before he reached out to tentatively tap Cailin’s shoulder.

Cailin jerked, scowling down at the manager. “What?” he snapped. Then he blinked, swallowed hard, and forced the harshness out of his expression as much as he could. “Sorry. What did you say?”

“Said I’d give ya 33K for the titanium and carbon fiber alloys, and any electronics that can be pulled,” the manager repeated, jerking a thumb back at the husk of the Lucky Dawn. “That should cover the cost of the Klipspringer and you’ll have a pile of extra chits.”

The muscle in Cailin’s jaw twitched as he clenched his teeth against the painful ache in the pit of his stomach. His eyes gradually shifted up to the ship and his nostrils flared as he took a slow, steadying breath.

It was just a shell now. A ghost of what it had once been.

Still, that ache threatened to swallow him whole.

“Fine,” he finally ground out, holding out a deed data-drive to the man.

#

Home.

It had taken a couple weeks, but by the time Tenny had sold off most of her things and bought out her flat lease, Cailin had the Lucky Dawn polished, furnished, and ready to go.

Tenny poked her head in through the boarding ramp. “Permission to come aboard, Captain?” she hollered into the cargo hold.

“Permission granted, Pilot,” Cailin replied with a grin as he came down the steps from the cockpit.

Tenny stepped in with a beaming smile. There was a mischievous glint in her eyes that had Cailin’s steps faltering and his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

What was she up to?

Stopping just inside the hold, Tenny turned back and waved someone in behind her as she said, “Cailin, this is Zara, the medic I told you about. Zara, this is Cailin, my bothersome brother and our captain.”

The most stunning woman Cailin had ever seen stepped onto his ship, distracting him from Tenny’s jabs.

Zara’s rich brown eyes sparkled with the excitement of a new adventure. With a bright smile, she extended a graceful hand to him as the other one shifted the bag on her shoulder.

“Pleasure to meet you, Captain,” she said.

It took a moment, much to Tenny’s amusement, for Cailin to find his voice again. He even made a false start and had to clear his throat as he took her much smaller hand in his and shook it.

“Same, Doctor. Welcome aboard.”

Noticing Tenny’s all-too-pleased expression, Cailin shot her a withering look.

She gave a silent snicker.

Deciding that the best place for him was in the cockpit until he acclimated to the idea of the newest crew member, Cailin turned back towards the stairs.

“There are quarters for you each on the lower deck. Make yourselves at home,” he called over his shoulder. “We’re just waiting for the mechanic to get back. I’ll start the warm-up sequences.”

“Good morning, ladies.” Cailin heard Marek’s drawl as he ducked back into the cockpit and as the translator came in from the galley at the other end of the hold.

Stars, he hoped Tenny had warned the doctor about Marek.

Oh, well. Time to go find some work.

#

He barely fit into the Klipspringer class hopper. Tucking himself into the pilot’s seat after dropping his bag into the small space behind it, Cailin left Savel behind.

It took a few hours to reach the nearest jump lane before he was on his way.

Sleep came intermittently.

He ate ration packs and drank from a canteen, reaching back awkwardly and fishing them out of the bag past a change of clothes, ammunition, and his White Juxia revolver.

Occasionally, when the basics of survival weren’t occupying him, he’d pull out the heavy handgun to distract himself from thoughts of the Dawn. The weight and lines of the gun were reassuring, as recognizable as the hands that held it.

It had been a custom-built gift from his father when Cailin joined the marshals. Made to resemble an antique style from the Sol System, it had a few additions: a built-in, electronically guided sight, a swappable barrel, and the chambers in the cylinder could be adjusted to fit most calibers. The elder Reese had insisted it was necessary, given that slug rounds were becoming rare with the successful invention of energy-bolt weapons.

Between making flight adjustments as he switched lanes, and stopping once to get some decent sleep, Cailin often disassembled, cleaned, and reassembled the firearm to pass the time. While he always maintained the gun, often better than he maintained himself, it had been a couple years since he’d done more than target practice. He needed to make sure every piece was in perfect working order.

No mistakes.

Not this time.

#

He set the hopper down just out of sight from Dustridge. It only took half an hour to walk the rest of the distance.

As soon as the little town came into view, Cailin could see why it was named Dustridge. It sat at the edge of a massive salt flat that stretched for miles. In the distance, buildings and machinery for a mine could be seen on the open stretch. Wind kept kicking up dust from the flat, and it covered the town in a fine, crystalline layer.

Cailin made his way into town. Even with a population nearing a thousand, it was immediately apparent this was a close-knit community: one of those towns where no one locked their doors and everyone knew everyone else, at least by association.

After getting a room at the local hotel, Cailin wandered through town.

It didn’t take him long to form a strategy, of sorts. He might even be able to finish this in one night. Still, he considered taking a day or two to plan, just to be sure it went right.

Either way, in a town this trusting—full of bustle, hope, and energy—it wouldn’t be hard to get close to the newly sworn–in Mayor Porter, even in the city hall.

#

Hope.

Every muscle in his body had tensed at the barrel of the gun leveled on his midsection. It had been steady. Unhindered by nervousness or inexperience.

Cailin looked up from the barrel to the gunman’s eyes. His own eyes narrowed, nostrils flaring.

“What are you doing, Porter?” he said through clenched teeth.

Jackson’s mouth twisted up in frustration, lips pressed together in a hard line. He jerked his free hand up and pointed into Cailin’s face. “You weren’t supposed to be here, Reese. None of you were,” he hissed.

When Cailin shifted in response to that jabbing finger, Jackson lifted his energy-bolt pistol up a little higher.

Cailin lifted his hands as if in surrender, even as he sneered.

“You sent that relay?”

An FTL relay message had come through the day before. It was from Olkon Dray, a captain from the dismantled Tarkian Corps and a friend of Cailin and Marek. He’d seen they were in the system and wanted to meet up for drinks, it said. To catch up. Bring everyone. Drinks were on him.

That last line was a little uncharacteristic, Cailin noted, but maybe the guy was getting generous in his old age.

So they headed into the city, leaving the Dawn parked just outside the border of Ebony Spire.

When Olkon didn’t show up, Cailin and Marek decided they needed to return to the Dawn and send a relay back to him. Tardiness wasn’t like Olkon. At all.

Stepping into the hold, the crew found themselves facing six heavily armed and frustrated intruders: five humans and a Crestian. The cargo hold was torn apart. Each of the Dawn’s crew had reached for their own weapons, but it was too late. The others already had their firearms drawn and aimed.

That’s when Cailin had recognized Jackson.

They had worked a job together about a year before: picking up and hauling farming equipment from one planet to another that was getting settled in a nearby system, and then repeating the process for a few other planets. It had been backbreaking work, but a job was a job.

They had only talked a few times, but Cailin never liked Jackson’s attitude. He complained through the entire job that the crews weren’t getting paid enough, even though nothing they were hauling actually belonged to them. They had been hired on because they both had the crew available and their ships had the space needed for the equipment.

“Why, Porter?” Cailin asked again. “What are you doing here?”

“Can’t you guess, Reese?” Jackson asked. “Don’t play dumb. Tell me where it is.”

Next to Cailin, Marek scoffed. “Really? You’ve turned thieves?”

One of the other intruders, a big Crestian whose blue and black feathers were currently raised in agitation along its head and shoulders, stepped forward and jabbed the end of a bolt carbine into Marek’s face.

The avian alien hissed in its native language, which Cailin didn’t understand. Most Crestians didn’t bother to learn to speak Sol Basic, though most understood it.

Marek responded in the same language, something the Crestian didn’t like. The alien reached out for a handful of the cocky human’s shirt as he jabbed the barrel into Marek’s ribs.

Both Cailin and Jackson shouted at their crew.

“Cut it, Marek!”

“Hey, calm down!”

The two leaders eyed each other as Marek and the Crestian went still, glaring and neither one moving from their tense positions.

“Where is it, Reese?” Jackson repeated in a low hissing whisper.

Cailin took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.

The Mars Harbinger find. The find of the century. Worth millions. Maybe more. Jackson wanted the biggest haul the Lucky Dawn’s crew had ever found.

Pristine antiques, some made of rare materials. Art from the Sol System. Recordings, data logs, even handwritten journals. Things that filled in one of the gaps in human space exploration history.

The Harbinger had been a pioneer ship, sent out from the Sol System sometime in the earliest centuries of human galactic exploration. Nearly one hundred families packed up and left, volunteering to venture out into the unknown in a huge ship. They were going to start fresh on a new planet.

After they exited the Sol System, they were never heard from again.

Until the Lucky Dawn stumbled upon the wreckage, hundreds of years later.

The written accounts on board said a geomagnetic storm had knocked out the ship’s systems as they passed a nearby star. Engineers had worked constantly to get the systems up again, focusing on the dwindling life support before worrying about things like navigation.

Based on the damage to the ship, they hadn’t been able to get it all back online before running into an asteroid field or the tail of a passing comet. Half of the ship was torn up and it appeared to have been drifting through space ever since.

The Dawn’s crew relayed the ship’s current position to the nearest system government, so there would be a record of the find. Next, as respectfully as possible, they found the details of what had happened and searched for salvageable items.

There was a lot. The vacuum of space had preserved many of the items that families brought along. Paintings and sculptures to remind them of home. Pottery, some decorative and some useful. Beautiful jewelry. There were even electronics that looked perfect, though they didn’t work. Still, collectors would be interested.

After a brief debate on the ethics of it, the crew agreed to take some of the better-preserved items off the ship. After all, they had no way to stop the massive ship’s tumbling through the void and only the stars knew if it would ever be seen again.

Also, ethical arguments aside, this would secure each of them for life.

How Jackson had learned about it, when Cailin and Marek had just started probing for interested parties, was a mystery.

Cailin leveled a glare at Jackson, jaw tensing.

Jackson snarled in return. “Come on, Reese. Is it really worth your lives? I need that haul.”

Several tense moments of silence passed before Cailin sneered at the traitorous man and pointed under the stairs leading to the cockpit.

A tall human woman made her way past her crewmates as they kept the Dawn’s crew at bay. She examined the wall under the stairs. It took a few moments for her to find the well–hidden seam in the metal. Then she slid the panel free, revealing the carefully placed Harbinger treasures.

Looking up at Jackson through her long pink hair, she grinned. “It’s here, Boss. Just like that crony said.”

He nodded, never taking his eyes off Cailin. “Start clearing it out.”

“By myself?” she scoffed.

The Crestian snapped something at the woman, which she responded to with a vulgar gesture.

Marek muttered something under his breath. Cailin couldn’t even tell if it was in Sol Basic or the Crestian’s language, but he could hear the contempt in his friend’s tone.

The Crestian snapped an angry glare back to Marek and, without any hesitation, his taloned finger squeezed the carbine’s trigger.

The bolt of energy tore through Marek’s midsection with a hissing snap and a sizzle. The scent of scorched flesh and ozone filled the area almost instantly.

A roaring sound deafened Cailin as it filled the hold, until he realized it was his own scream of denial at the Crestian.

Jackson swore under his breath. “Ah, hell.”

Chaos erupted.

Cailin’s head pivoted back to Jackson just as he leveled his gun at Cailin’s chest.

He tried to dodge. The bolt ripped through his shoulder and sent him down to the deck, next to the frightfully still Marek. Pain erupted across Cailin’s lower back as another bolt hit him.

More shots fired above him, the hiss and crack of them echoing through the hold. The Dawn’s crew had drawn their weapons. They were firing back and trying to get behind cover as the rest of Jackson’s crew took up the assault.

Struggling, Cailin turned onto his side and ignored the pain as he drew his gun. He searched for a target and spotted the Crestian as the alien made a run for cover behind the stairs.

The big revolver leveled on the Crestian’s back and he pulled the heavy trigger. The slug thrower barked loudly, and the bullet caught the Crestian between the shoulder blades, sending him flying forward.

Another energy bolt buzzed past Cailin’s cheek, and he dropped down, gasping. He tried to make his way towards the crates by the entrance, where the rest of his crew were trying to fire from behind cover.

Pain blossomed through every nerve as he crawled. Time seemed to slow down, and it felt like he was trying to move through mud.

He saw when Zara fell, and a different wave of agony surged through him. A shot caught her in the chest as she took aim with her firearm. She stumbled for a moment before falling into a pile of ruined boxes.

Jarrn fell next, though it took three shots to take the big mechanic down. He lurched backwards, out of the Dawn’s entryway and down the boarding ramp.

All the while, Tenny was trying to reach Cailin to drag him away, tears staining her cheeks. She fired her pistol back across the hold, dodging and dashing behind crates as she moved towards him.

Cailin tried to tell her to get back. To run. To leave him. He wasn’t sure if he was actually forming the words, though.

Then, she spun. Twice. Two bolts caught her, one after the other, and Cailin watched as she collapsed, as if in slow motion.

That roaring was filling his ears again until everything went black.

When he woke up, he was lying flat on his back, about fifty feet from the Lucky Dawn. A local had pulled him out. They were working on his wounds, trying to slow the bleeding.

With his head turned to the side, cheek resting on the dirt, he saw black plumes of smoke rise from the hull of his ship. They snaked out of the entryway and several seals that were broken by the heat.

Flames had licked along the metal, unforgiving, as they consumed his world.

#

Jackson Porter walked into his new office, oblivious to the man standing motionless in the shadows. His hands raked through the mop of his soft brown hair as he groaned, before they ran over his tanned, cleanshaven face.

Cailin watched, teeth grinding silently, as his old adversary took a deep breath and lowered himself into the wingback chair behind the desk. Then, staring out the window that overlooked Dustridge, Jackson loosened the pale blue neckerchief from under his collar and shrugged out of his suit jacket.

The town was dark, with most of the streetlamps already put out, and the mayor was working late again, like he had each night since Cailin arrived in town. Dustridge seemed to have a lot of problems for its new leader to work through.

Heaving a sigh, Jackson turned back from the window to his desk, skimming past Cailin’s concealed form again. Instead of focusing on the paperwork in front of him, he surprised Cailin by opening a bottom drawer to pull out a bottle of whiskey and a tumbler.

As Jackson was about to pour some of the amber liquid into the glass, he paused and frowned, looking back down into the open drawer.

Cailin knew what he was seeing.

Inside the drawer, secured against its inner wall, was Jackson’s pistol holster.

It was empty.

Jackson’s head snapped up just in time to see the curtains of the large window swish closed as Cailin stepped out of the shadows.

Cailin leveled a cold stare at Jackson as he held up the missing energy-bolt pistol in his left hand, aimed at the mayor’s chest, and made his way around to the front of the desk. Cailin’s own gun was in the holster on his right thigh.

“How did you get in here?” Jackson demanded.

There was no recognition in his eyes, and no fear in his voice, only confusion and frustration. He didn’t move, though. He wasn’t an idiot.

Cailin’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Your town’s pretty open, Porter. Been in here all day.”

The mayor’s head tilted a bit and recognition came into his steel-blue eyes. He sat back in his chair.

“You’re alive.”

It was a statement. No lift at the end to question what his eyes were telling him.

Still, Cailin nodded.

Jackson’s mouth set into a resigned line. “Suppose I can guess why you’re here,” he stated. Then, he gestured to the bottle and tumbler sitting on his desk. “May I?”

Cailin nodded again.

Jackson poured his drink as he took a few deep breaths, staring down the barrel of his own pistol. With a shrug, he lifted the tumbler in a salute and quickly downed the liquid.

As Jackson set the glass on the desktop, Cailin reached into his right pocket. He pulled out a single cartridge: an old-fashioned slug style round. He set it on the edge of Jackson’s desk.

For a moment, Jackson stared at the round. Then, quirking an eyebrow, he looked up at Cailin.

“Jarrn B’tor,” Cailin said.

Jackson’s expression remained quizzical.

“Mechanic,” Cailin added. “And friend.”

After a breath passed, Jackson gave a solemn nod.

Cailin reached into his pocket again, drawing out another cartridge to set beside the first.

“Marek Ludo. Translator. Wingman.”

A muscle twitched in Jackson’s jaw as he sighed.

Another cartridge.

Cailin’s voice was strained now. “Zara Montecino. Medic,” he said, pausing before adding, “and the woman I loved.”

Jackson’s eyes closed and he swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. Then he met Cailin’s eyes again.

One final cartridge came out of Cailin’s pocket to join the others.

“Tennalis Reese,” he choked out. “Pilot. Sister.”

For the first time in the years that had passed, Cailin felt the sting of tears in the corners of his eyes.

Jackson let out another slow breath and sat back in his chair again, his fingers lacing together over his stomach.

“It wasn’t supposed to go like that,” he stated in an even tone.

Cailin didn’t respond. Instead, he reached down to the holster at his thigh and pulled out his revolver. He flipped it open, glancing at the cylinder for a second before looking back at Jackson.

He tucked the barrel of the open revolver into the top strap circling his thigh from the gun’s holster. Then, with Jackson’s pistol in his other hand still leveled on the mayor’s chest, Cailin began to methodically load the cartridges from the desk into the exposed chambers of the revolver’s cylinder.

“Do you regret it?” Cailin broke his silence to ask as he finished loading the revolver and pulled it out, snapping it closed against his thigh.

Jackson’s jaw twitched again, and he frowned. “That doesn’t matter. It was necessary.”

Cailin’s nostrils flared as he lowered Jackson’s gun. He took a slow breath.

“For what it’s worth,” Jackson said, though the resigned look in his eyes showed that he knew there was no talking his way out, “I am sorry for how it went, and I’m not the same man I was.”

The revolver rose.

“Neither am I.”

#

Four shots rang out across the salt flat, piercing the stillness of Dustridge.

The Klipspringer broke out of the atmosphere before anyone in that quiet little town realized what happened.

#

Several days later, Cailin stepped into the gloom of Marx’s bar.

After Corrlox, he had drifted for about a day before setting a course to Savel.

Where else did he have to go?

As he settled onto his normal stool, Marx stepped out from the storage in back and stopped short, white eyes widening.

“Oh. You’re back,” he said, sounding surprised and nervous.

Cailin just stared for a moment, noting the bright blue beard and hair, before he nodded. “Can I get a beer?”

Marx hesitated, but he reached up for a mug, filled it from the tap, and set it in front of Cailin. Leaning forward and lowering his voice so the other patrons, few as they were, wouldn’t hear him, Marx gawked at Cailin.

“What did you do, man?”

Cailin canted his head questioningly at the bartender.

With a burbling sigh, Marx stepped over to the reel controls under the bar. He turned the newsreel on and started fiddling with the date and time.

He stopped on a story from about a week prior. A pretty young woman with a crying child on her hip was answering questions at what looked like a news conference.

Cailin recognized the backdrop. It was outside the town hall of Dustridge.

“Do they know who killed your husband, Mrs. Porter?”

“No,” she said, wiping away tears. “We know Jackson made some mistakes when he was younger. It could have been anyone from his past, honestly. I can’t think of a soul here that would want to hurt him, though.”

She bounced the child on her hip and tried to soothe him. The kid looked a lot like Jackson.

“What will the town do now?”

Mrs. Porter shook her head. “We don’t right know yet. We have a lot to figure out. Jackson saved our town four years ago, you know. So we’ll find our way forward, like he’d want us to.”

“He saved the town?”

She nodded, taking a shuddering breath. “Yes, by buying out every indentured contract from the Chevis Company that was mining here, making slaves of folk. They only paid twenty chits a day, but charged nearly twice that for room, board, and equipment to do our jobs. There was no way to make a living. Not until Jackson came back with that big inheritance of his. He was our hero.”

The reel paused and Cailin stared at the woman’s still, sad face for several moments. Then he turned to look at Marx.

Marx shook his head, his eyebrows pinched together in disbelief and disgust.

Cailin looked down at the mug between his hands.

“What did I do?” He repeated the question into the beer in a hoarse whisper.

What had Jackson taken.

What had Cailin let slip away?

END


Bad Blood on the High Plains
Rick Cutler


The girl had a good set of lungs, and it didn’t sound like she was having a good time.

“Whoa, Big Fella.” Colt Ostergaard pulled up on the reins of his yima, a six-legged native animal with a paint fur pattern, and stopped at the edge of the plateau. She sounded close. He snatched his field glasses out of his saddlebag and scanned the valley below.

“No fur-snake mounds, no kansvig—”

The screaming stopped, as if someone put a cork in her.

“Damn.” He stood up in his stirrups, looking for anything in the tall, golden-green prairie grass that looked out of place. There was movement down by the base of the plateau and eighty yards to the left. He zoomed in.

A man in a fur-trimmed duster and a black headscarf had a woman tied facedown over the back of a brindle-colored yima. She thrashed and jerked against the rope running down from her wrists and under the belly of the yima. She stopped struggling when the man knocked the back of her head with the butt of his long gun.

“Now that was downright mean.”

The man fumbled with the reins, then led the yima into a pass heading up into the plateau and disappeared. Colt reined his yima around and headed across the high plain, looking for the cut or trail where the man with the yima would come out. The winter thaw had cut dozens of gaps into the edge of the plateau, and he didn’t have time to check out all of them. If he wasn’t dead center on the right one, the man could mount up and make a run for it. Big Fella was hot-blooded, bred for speed, but the brindle might be just as fast, or faster.

He stroked the yima’s long neck and scratched the back of his furry, ostrich-shaped head. Yimas were herd animals, and their bark sounded like a gunshot. That was something he could use. He reached back into the treat bag hanging on his saddle and pulled out a handful of bacon bits.

“Yum-yum?” Big Fella gave him a hopeful side-eye.

“Bark.” He closed his fist over the bits and held it close to his chest. “Bark-bark.”

Big Fella barked, and Colt watched his head. The other yima, down in one of the cuts, barked back. Big Fella cocked his head at one of the cuts on the left.

“Good boy. Here’s your yum-yum.” He opened his hand and held out the treat.

“Yum-yum!” Big Fella sucked them up like a vacuum.

Colt clicked his tongue twice and got Big Fella moving towards the cut he’d singled out. They stopped a goodly distance from it and Colt eased his six-gun from its holster.

There wasn’t any cover, and no doubt the trick with the yimas spoiled any chance of surprise. He wrapped his reins around the saddle horn, then slid the Foster 12-gauge out of its riding scabbard and rested the barrel in his other hand. He didn’t have long to wait.

The man topped the cut and stopped when he saw Colt. He pulled a pair of compact binoculars out of his jacket pocket and looked Colt over. Then he swept the rest of the plain.

“Nope, it’s just me out here.”

The man put away his binocs and unslung his long gun.

“Easy now. I’ve just come to parley.”

The man tugged the yima forward.

He looked young. His beard was more whistle than bristle and he had feral pack tattoos on his neck.

That complicates things.

Ferals were descended from criminals who refused to fit in after the convict ships from Alpha Lympos, their sister planet, dumped them on Fenris. They lived off raids, extortion, and by some accounts, trading with the Alphies during the war.

The woman on the back of the yima wasn’t thrashing anymore, but she was up to something with the rope. When they were close enough to talk without shouting, Colt said hello.

“Heysome.”

The feral glared at him with dark, angry eyes.

“Seems the lady there isn’t in the mood for a ride.”

“Finders, keepers. She was trespassing. Now she’s mine.”

Ferals claimed to own anything in their territory, and their territory was anything under their feet.

“We can be neighborly about this. I’m sure she didn’t mean to trespass. Cut her loose and everybody rides away like nothing happened.” The yima had a woman’s saddle that looked expensive and well-cared for. It wasn’t the feral’s saddle or his yima. “In fact, if you walk away now, you can keep the yima for violating your territory. Or we can shoot it out now.”

I’m playing a busted hand. I can’t shoot my 12-gauge while the woman is in my field of fire, and I’m not going to shoot her to save her.

“Make your move.” The feral hefted his long gun and sneered.

Damn.

“Duck-duck, Big Fella.”

Big Fella obediently ducked his head, giving Colt a clear shot.

That’s when the woman slid off the back of the yima and landed on her feet.

The feral didn’t let her distract him. He shouldered his rifle and Colt did the same with his shotgun.

“We can still settle this without blood.”

Move, lady. I just need one clean shot.

A shotgun blast hit the feral from behind. The woman’s yima caught the edge of it, screeched, and bolted. She pumped another round into the shotgun.

Where the hell did she get a shotgun?

The feral spun around to face her. She fired into his gut. He reshouldered his long gun and took aim at her face.

Damn.

Colt held onto the 12-gauge with one hand and drew his six-gun with the other. He shot the feral, twice in the back and once in the head.

The man finally went down to the smell of burnt gun powder.

“Damn it.” He holstered his six-gun and slid the shotgun into its scabbard. “Damn it, woman, there’s rules.” Like not shooting someone in the back.

She shook as she turned and aimed her shotgun at him.

“Heysome.” Colt slowly pinched the brim of his flat-top hat. The woman was actually more of a girl, maybe fifteen, with braided pigtails. One shoulder on her blouse was torn and several buttons were missing down the front.

“I know we haven’t met before, but I’d appreciate it if you’d lower that shotgun. Or at least take your finger off the trigger. I’d be mighty unhappy if it went off accidentally.”

“But it did. I wasn’t going to shoot him. It was an accident.” Her lower lip and chin quivered, but her eyes were dry.

“I don’t mean to be contrary, ma’am, but you slipped out of those ropes, pulled a shotgun out of nowhere—”

“It was on my saddle.”

“—And shot a man dead on. Twice.” He shook his head. “Nothing accidental about any of that.”

The quiver vanished.

“Well, I had to do something. You kept talking like you could jawbone him to death. You should have just shot him right from the start.”

“Be that as it may, you still got your finger on that trigger.”

She scowled and laid her finger across the trigger-guard instead.

“Much obliged. So how’d you come to be tied over the backside of your own yima?”

“He was hiding in the tall grass, and roped me with a lariat. I got the wind knocked out of me when I hit the ground.”

“You were out riding by yourself?”

“Says the man out here doing the same thing?”

“Fair point.”

“I was trying to find one of our cows. Someone stole her. We paid a lot of money for a starter herd that was genegineered to feed off the prairie scrub, and I aim to get her back or know the reason why.”

“Well, good luck, then.” He nudged Big Fella with both heels and pulled back on the reins. The yima started backing up.

“Where are you going?”

“Anywhere but here. You still got that shotgun pointed at me.”

“Wait, wait.” She lowered the shotgun. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? You need a drink?”

“Drink-drink.” Big Fella turned his head and looked at Colt. “Drink-drink.”

Colt reined up. He still had a canteen full of boiled water but he didn’t need as much as a yima did.

“If you give me a ride home to the ranch, you can water your yima there. Maybe give you some hard tack, too.”

Colt leaned forward and stroked Big Fella’s neck.

“Drink-drink?” Big Fella asked again. If he didn’t take her up on the offer, he’d be bugging him about getting a drink for the rest of the day.

“Fine. Stow your shotgun in one of the saddlebags and we have a deal.” He studied the feral as she put up the shotgun. “What about the body?”

“What about it? He was going to make me a camp woman. Let the snarlies and the kansvig have him.”

“They will if we are lucky. Someone is going to come looking for him.”

“Good. They need to know you don’t mess with the Yodersens.”

“That would be your folk?”

“Of course.”

Bury it, hide it, throw it off the plateau, none of it would hide that fact that something happened here. He shook his head and got down off his yima.

The feral didn’t have much on him, not even a rucksack. That meant he likely had a yima nearby. His feral pack might be nearby, too. Colt scavenged the feral’s lever-action .30-06, his belt slide with fifteen reloads, and the binoculars. His boots were trash and his coat was worthless now.

“He stinks.” The girl stood a few feet away, looking down at the body.

“That’s what happens when you kill a man.”

“Have you killed a lot?”

He righted the body, folded its hands, and stepped back. It was a mess, and nothing was going to make it any better. He grabbed a handful of dirt and scrubbed the blood off his hands.

“Mister? Have you?”

“Only when I had to.” He dusted off his hands and rubbed them on the back of his denims. The belt slide went into a saddlebag, the .30.06 slung over his head and one shoulder, and he handed the binocs to the girl.

“For finding cows.”

He legged up onto Big Fella and held out his hand.

“You coming?”

She swung up behind him without his help.

“So how’d you get untied?” He snapped the reins and headed back down into the valley.

“My teeth.” She clicked them together. “Mama said I always had a hell of a bite.”

Colt glanced over his shoulder at her.

“That don’t surprise me none.”
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A fire break surrounded the Yodersen farm, and inside the break was a chain-link corral with a herd of longhorns, a huge Quonset hut for a barn, and a two-story build-it-yourself house with a flat antenna grid and solar panels on the roof. A large water cauldron with a spigot was bubbling over a fire near the hand pump and water trough.

A beefy man in a white tank top and sunglasses met them out by the pump. He had a side iron strapped to one leg and a double-barreled shotgun rested easy in the crook of his arm. The girl slid off the yima and ran up to him.

“Hi, Daddy.”

“Shelby.” He side-hugged her with his free arm. “Where’s Bella and who is this?”

“I was out looking for chuckleberries and something spooked her. She ran off and I couldn’t catch her. Mister, uh…” She looked at Colt.

“Colt.”

“Mr. Colt happened to be riding by and gave me a lift home. I told him he could water his yima. Is that all right?”

“Of course. What happened to your shirt?”

“Oh. I tripped chasing after Bella.”

“I see. Go on up to the house and see what chores your mother has for you. And don’t make her sweep the whole house by herself.”

“Yes, Daddy.” She gave him a peck on the cheek and headed up to the house.

Her father took off his sunglasses and hung them by one of the temples on the front of his shirt.

“Thank you for bringing her home.”

“No worries, but I’m thinking we need to clear the air right off.”

Yodersen nodded.

“I never touched her. Found her just the way she is, shotgun and all.”

“Shotgun?”

“Yes, sir. A pink one. You can see the stock sticking out of my saddlebag.” He tilted his head to the right. “I aim to pull it out and hand it to you. Then I’ll ride off, if that’s how it is, or water my yima. Your homestead, your rules.” He rested his hands on the saddle horn.

Yodersen studied Colt for a long minute, looked at the shotgun, then finally nodded.

“You can water the yima.”

“Much obliged.” He dismounted and gave Yodersen the shotgun. “We good?”

“We’re good.”

Colt slipped the .30-06 off and hung it on his saddle, then started pumping water into the trough.

“You’re a vet.” Yodersen stared at Colt’s shoulder, where his rank and battalion patches used to be.

“Yep.”

“You come back all right?”

“Mostly.” Colt rinsed his hands under the running water and shook them dry.

“My boy didn’t. Randy Yodersen? You ever meet him?”

“Sorry. I don’t think so.”

“No, I suppose not. Those bastards killed him at Galtymoor.” He had a hard look in his eye.

“I wasn’t there, but I heard about it.”

“They held the line. Every last one of them.”

“They did.”

“Brady Yodersen, of the Yodersen Clan.” He stuck out his hand.

Colt wiped his hand under his arm then grabbed Brady’s forearm, clan-style.

“Colt Ostergaard of the Ostergaards.”

They shook and let go.

“You have any place you need to be?”

“Nope. Just passing through.”

“I have some fencing I need to finish up and I could use a spotter with a steady gun hand.” He glanced back at the house. “Food, drink, and a bunk in the barn. Clan rules.”

Which means Shelby is off-limits. No problem with that. Not looking to get bit. He looked up at the antenna array.

“No doubt you’ll be searching me out on the net. If you dive deep enough, you’ll find people saying things you won’t like. I can’t change that, but I will tell you that I’ve never cheated at cards, never shot a man who didn’t deserve it, and never been with a woman who didn’t want me.” I used to be able to say I never shot a man in the back, until today.

“I can live with that.”

“Clan rules, then. I’m your man.”

They shook again.

“Good. Settle your yima in the barn. Erin has something cooking in the stew pot. I’ll have Shelby bring you some of it.”

“Thank you, kindly.”

The barn was divided off into three sections. On the left were stalls, two of which had yimas. The open middle had an electric buckboard, tractor, several plows, and stacks of feed, seed, and more farm equipment. The tractor had its hood open with a bench and toolbox next to it.

Colt led Big Fella into one of the empty stalls, took off his saddle, and brushed him down. He’d have to check with Brady to be sure the offer included feed for his yima.

The right side of the barn was walled off for a bunk room. Yodersen had ambitions for his ranch. There were a dozen empty bunks, a table, and a wash room with shower stalls. Shelby knocked on the doorframe as he was setting up his bunk. Her hair was down and she wore a bulky flannel shirt over her denims.

“Mr. Colt?” She held up a covered bowl.

“You can put it over there.” He nodded at the table. “It’s either Colt, or Mr. Ostergaard, whichever your father tells you to call me.”

She put the bowl and a spoon on the table, then stood by the door and crossed her arms. Colt sat down and tried the soup. It was hot, thick, and better than anything he’d had for a week.

“Tell your mother it’s good, and thank you.”

“Colt.”

He raised an eyebrow and looked at her.

“That was decent of you not to tell Daddy about the feral.”

“You know…” He took another spoonful. “You know, you’ll have to tell him. He’s already suspecting something.”

“I know.” She scowled. “I just wanted to say that. That’s all.” She bolted out of the room.

Colt shook his head.

“Damn.”
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Brady fired up the sonic post-hole digger and stepped back. It growled as it pulverized the dirt and rock.

“So, Colt, you have any kids?”

“Not that I’ve been told.”

Brady walked over and pulled a jug of industrial “Reset” off the back of the buckboard.

“Let’s say you do and your daughter comes home with a torn shirt, a missing yima, and a shotgun that smells like it’s been fired. That sound to you like she was out picking berries?”

“Not unless the berries didn’t like being picked.”

The digger dinged and shut down. Brady waved the dust cloud away and hoisted it off the hole.

Colt did a quick perimeter sweep. The noise and vibrations of the digger hadn’t attracted the attention of any wildlife yet. He pulled one of the ten-foot-long repeater posts out of the back of the buckboard and stuck the bottom of it into the shallow post hole.

Brady gave him an approving nod.

“So you’re a gun man who doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty.”

“My hands have been dirty more than once. Hasn’t killed me yet.”

Brady hit the power switch, and Colt let go. The post righted and pushed itself down into the three-foot deep hole. When it stopped, Brady poured some Reset into the hole and jumped back. The pulverized rock and dirt smoked and foamed as the Reset turned it into a concrete anchor.

“What really happened with Shelby yesterday?”

“There’s a story but it’s not mine to tell. I just came in at the end.”

“So you’re not going to tell me.”

“No, sir. I’m not getting between you and your daughter. She’s home and safe, but beyond that, you need to hear it from her firsthand.”

“I don’t like that answer, but I appreciate the integrity behind it.”

Brady went back to the buckboard and took his slate off the bench. The concrete had set and the repeater was ready for him to add it to his virtual fence network. Once the repeaters were all up and running, he’d be able to use the collars on his cattle to keep them inside the fence line, move them to different pastures, and even bring them home at night. It would also send back detailed intruder alerts.

“Your daughter said you lost a cow.”

“Two nights ago.” He tapped his slate and checked the status lights on the repeater pole. “Stealing livestock is a hanging offense. When I find him, I won’t need a tree to carry it out.” He patted his side arm. “But a man needs to use his head out here. First, I’ll finish the fence to protect the rest of my herd, then there will be blood.”

“How do you know it wasn’t an animal?”

“Two things. I used reinforced chain-link to keep predators out. Unless the snarlies or kansvig grew thumbs to open the bolt on the gate, it was human. Plus, I’ve yet to see one that could disable a locator chip. All my livestock are chipped.”

He looked up from his slate.

“The net says you had a general discharge from the service. Not honorable or dis-honorable.”

“The condition of my discharge is that I can’t talk about it.”

“I see. It also says you can call up a fur-snake.”

“That’s nonsense, something a bunch of bored keyboard warriors made up to pass the time.” He cleared his throat. “But speaking of which, I better check the perimeter.”

Damn it. I need to get my identity scrubbed off the net. Pretty soon they’ll have me riding fur-snakes and running Alphie death camps.

He stepped outside the fence line and walked through the knee-high grass. He could tell by the burnt stalks and ash that there’d been a prairie fire within the past couple years. He looked down and stopped.

There were huge footprints sunk into the ground. They were different, larger than any he’d seen before, but they had the same tread he saw during the war. There was an Alphie out here with one of their mechanized battle suits.

He drew his gun and spun in a circle, searching the horizon. Alphie suits stood about ten feet tall. He’d see it coming over the short grass, although there’d be nothing he could do about it except run. A .45 was useless against battle suits.

“What is it?” Brady dropped his hand to his side iron.

“Something big came through here. Might be what took your cow.” He holstered his six-gun. “It’s gone now, but we should wrap this up and move on.”

Brady doesn’t need to go charging after this thing. I’ve seen what happens to civilians who go up against Alphie battle suits.

Brady looked around and nodded.

“All right. I’ll mark this spot and we’ll follow up after we finish the fence. We should be able to get half of it done before dark.”
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After dark was when Colt went looking for the Alphie. He couldn’t compete with armor and handheld gatling guns, so it was just for reconnaissance. If the Alphie had a routine or vulnerabilities, he could use them to set up an ambush or trap. On the other hand, if he caught the Alphie outside his armor, that would be a different story.

He stayed outside the active fence line, found the tracks, and followed them as far as he could in the dark. When he lost the trail, he kept moving in the same direction.

If it were me, I’d be crisscrossing my trail, backtracking, and walking in a couple of circles. Lucky for me, he’s not that smart. Or is he?

Colt reined up and stopped Big Fella.

The Alphie could be leading me into a trap.

He pulled out his field glasses, clicked them over to night vision, and scanned the valley. A blue-white hot spot showed up against the base of the plateau, in line with where the footprints led. He swept the valley again, then headed for the plateau.

He smelled the camp before he saw it. It had that sweet and repulsive stink of rotten meat. He rode closer.

The grass was cleared away from the base and the butchered carcass of a cow hung over the top of a cave carved into the side of the plateau. He pulled out his 12-gauge and slid to the ground.

It was the wrong move. The grass rustled around him.

“Big Fella! Run!”

He burst into the clearing with Big Fella on his heels. So did a dozen kansvigs, a six-legged cross between a pig and a rabbit.

They circled them, baring mouths full of teeth.

Colt blasted the closest one, pumped the 12-gauge, and repeated until he ran dry.

Two down, two wounded.

The kansvigs dashed in and out of reach, snapping at his arms, his legs, trying to pull him down. He whipped out his six-gun and kept shooting. Another down and two more hit. Big Fella accounted for three more, kicking and crushing them under his feet.

The pack, those still on their feet, vanished.

Colt crouched down and dumped his brass. There was no way the Alphie didn’t hear the ruckus. He reloaded his six-gun and 12-gauge and took stock of the situation.

The acrid bite of gunpowder surrounded him. Alien blood and guts joined it. A long gouge on his arm dripped blood, and his legs stung from where the kansvigs shredded his denims.

Big Fella whimpered but stood on his feet. The yima had a scratch on one side, but nothing that would stop him from running if they needed to.

The Alphie still hadn’t come out of his cave.

What’s with him? He couldn’t sleep through all that. Is he gone? Waiting for me to stick my head in the cave?

He pulled out his boot knife and kept an eye on the cave as he killed the wounded kansvigs that couldn’t get away. That done, he picked each one up by two legs and swung them out into the high grass. There were grunts and growls as the rest of their pack fed on them.

“Come on, Big Fella.” He led the yima up to the mouth of the cave and turned him around. That way he’d be ready if the kansvigs came back or if he needed to make a fast getaway.

The mouth of the cave was more than tall enough for a battle suit to walk inside without ducking. Smoke curled out of the top, so the Alphie had a fire going.

No point in trying to hide.

“Heysome the cave!”

No answer.

“Heysome! Did the kansvigs get you, too?”

He drew his six-gun and stepped inside. It felt like he was stepping into an oven. The Alphie liked it hot. Sand crunched under his boots and the cave opened up into a large chamber.

Colt froze.

A battle suit stood on the other side of a blazing campfire, a model he’d never seen on the battlefield. It was a black, twelve-foot-tall suit of medieval armor with an enclosed helmet. One arm had a gatling hand-cannon mounted on it, the other a grenade launcher. The red-and-white flag of Alpha Lympos was painted on the chest and the shoulders had single, yellow chevrons. The front head and chest plates were open a crack, as if the Alphie forgot to close them when he got out.

“Heysome,” he said again. Where was the Alphie?

There was movement on the ground between the fire and the armor. Colt picked his way through empty ration packs and circled the fire. Someone was under a chameleon blanket. A railgun and a plastic jug half-filled with water sat next to it. Colt nudged the gun away with his toe, then picked it up.

The Alphie shivered and clutched the blanket around him. His eyes were squeezed shut and sweat ran down his face. It looked like he caught the Chills.

“You didn’t boil the water, did you?”

The Alphie opened his eyes a crack.

“Martin Campos. Peace Officer, Third Class.”

Third class was the lowest rank in the so-called Peace Monitors.

“War’s over, kid. Why are you still here?”

“Martin Compos…” A shaking fit interrupted him.

Maybe he’d live, maybe he wouldn’t. One in a hundred beat the Chills, but that was with medicine and in a hospital. Both were a month’s ride away.

Right now, he wasn’t a threat. Colt checked out the rest of the cave. One tunnel branched off into a pit. It was his latrine and garbage pit, from the smell of it. Another tunnel had piles of electronic equipment, tools, and miscellaneous scrap. One of the items was a communications board that looked like it had been ripped out of the guts of a ship.

The Alphie’s shivering spell stopped and he had his eyes on Colt.

“The shakes will come and go. Episodes will start lasting longer until they never stop. One of the dangers we live with here. Why didn’t you evac with the rest of your people?”

“My drop pod got hit on the way down. It knocked us way off course. We were offline until I pieced together the repairs. By then we’d already missed the recall.”

He let go of the blanket and edged toward the battle suit when Colt turned his head.

“Don’t try it.”

He sighed and painfully pushed up to his feet. His black-on-black uniform was in tatters and he was barely more than a kid. He twitched, swayed, and needed a bath in something corrosive to get the stink off him.

“Who’s this ‘we’ that missed recall? I can pretty much see it’s just you here.”

The kid tilted his head towards the suit. “Him. Dead or alive, battle suits get recalled, too. No tech shall be left behind. Especially where the rebels could get ahold of it. But that’s all you’re going to get out of me. So go on. Do it.” The kid stood at attention.

“Do what?”

“When I rigged up the comms, I heard the broadcasts. You murder our people when they surrender.”

Damn the Generals. I wish I could deny or excuse it. There were war crimes on both sides.

“That wasn’t me. I never—kid?”

The kid fainted and fell over.

“Damn. Now what the hell am I supposed to do with you?”
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Brady pulled back the hammers on his double-barreled shotgun.

“Get out of the way.” He moved aside, and Colt moved with him, blocking his aim at the kid on the makeshift travois.

“Hang on.” Colt held his hands out. “He’s just a sick kid.”

“He’s an Alphie and he killed my boy.”

“And you killed his brother or father or cousin.”

“What? I never did no such thing.”

“Then how do you know he did? I told you I never shot a man who didn’t deserve it, and I won’t let you do it, either.”

“And like you said, my homestead, my rules. Now step aside.” He aimed both barrels at Colt’s face.

“Not your rules. Clan rules.”

“What?”

“Where do I sleep?”

His eyes flicked over to the bunk room.

“No.”

“This is where I live. He’s under my roof. That’s sanctuary under Clan Rules.”

Brady lowered his shotgun. The muscles bulged in his jaw as he clenched his teeth.

“Why? Why are you protecting him?”

“Does it matter?”

The man glared at the kid, then stalked over to the barn doors.

“Clan Rules, Ostergaard. But if he takes one step outside this barn, he’s a dead man.”

“I hear you.”

“I’ve got chores to do. We’ll leave to finish up the fence in an hour. Be ready.”

Yodersen left and Colt turned back to the kid. He picked him up in a fireman’s carry and put him down on the bunk closest to the wash room.

“That uniform has to go, kid. It stinks and you stink, and when Yodersen is around, it’s like raw meat to a snarlie.” He helped him strip it off then covered him with a riding blanket.

“Stay here. He was serious when he said you were a dead man if you leave the barn. I’ll be back in a minute.”

He took the uniform out to the burn barrel behind the barn and lit it up.

“Colt?” Shelby had come up behind him. “Mama says there’s someone in the barn that Daddy doesn’t like. Is that you?”

“It is now, but she was talking about an Alphie I found out in the valley.” He walked over to the water cauldron and stoked the fire. She followed him.

“Does that hurt?” She pointed at the bandages under his torn denims and shirt sleeve.

“Some.” He tapped the spigot to fill a bucket with boiling water.

“Thanks for letting me tell Daddy about, you know.”

“The feral.”

“Yes.” Her face hardened, and for an instant he saw her father in her. “I gotta go.” She turned and ran back to the house.

Colt shook his head and filled a second bucket, then took the both of them to the bunk room. The kid was propped up on his bunk and tracked him as he loaded up the shower tank with the boiling water. He made two more trips then put a chair inside the shower stall.

“Come take care of your stink. The lye soap ain’t nothing like you use back home, but it will do the job. Wait until the water cools down or you’ll scald yourself.”

The kid started to strip off his skivvies.

“Hold on, kid. Unless you’re going commando, wear those into the shower and wash them.”

“Oh.” He staggered into the stall and pulled the curtain. “Why are you doing this?”

“I’m prone to regrettable acts of kindness.” Colt laid down on a bunk, tipped his hat over his eyes, and locked his fingers behind his head. “How old are you?”

“Why?”

“You look too young to enlist.”

The shower faucet squeaked and water hit the floor.

“Ow ow ow!” The faucet squeaked again.

“Warned you. Give it a little longer.”

“I didn’t enlist.” His voice was muffled, like he was hunched over. “A judge told me I could do my time in jail or in the service.”

“You murder someone?”

“No! I was tuning up some cars.”

“And that’s illegal on Alpha?”

“Well.” There was a long pause. “Some of the guys would race them, and I sort of removed the emission controls to make them run faster. The judge didn’t like that or how I, uh, found the extra parts I used.”

“Heysome?” Shelby called out from the barn doors.

“Be right out.” He swung his feet off the bunk and stepped out into the main room. Shelby had a stack of folded clothes in her hands.

“You were burning his clothes.” She peeked around Colt to look through the bunk room door. “I thought maybe he could fit into Randy’s old clothes. If you think he could use them.”

Water splashed again in the shower and Martin howled again.

“Is he all right?”

“Not really. He’s got the Chills. But the howling is because he hasn’t got the patience to wait for the water to cool down.”

“How far along is he?”

“Maybe a couple of days.”

“That’s so sad.”

Up at the house someone was clanging a bell and calling Shelby’s name.

“That’s Mama. Daddy’s got extra chores for me on account of me losing Bella.” She handed him the clothes and slow-walked out of the barn.

Colt shook his head and went back into the bunk room.

“You still alive in there?”

“Yes.”

“Try it now, if you can stand it. Then get into bed before you have another spell.” He put the stack of clothes on the bunk. “We got some hand-me-downs out here. See if any of them fit.” He buckled on his six-gun and tied down the holster. “I need to help Yodersen finish up his fence. We should be done by this afternoon.”

The rest of the fence went up quickly. Yodersen didn’t waste time on conversation and by midday they were driving the empty buckboard back to the ranch.

“The fence is done. Time for you to move on.”

“I’ll leave in the morning, if that’s all right.”

Yodersen grunted.

They were pulling up to the barn when Colt heard an engine start to turn over. It stopped, then started again. This time it caught and roared to life, accompanied by a loud shriek from Shelby.

“What in the—” Yodersen stopped the buckboard.

The tractor slowly chugged out of the barn with Shelby at the wheel. She waved excitedly at her father.

“It’s running!”

“How the hell did she do that? That damn thing ran for half a day, then seized up on me.” He jumped down from the buckboard as Shelby turned off the tractor and did the same. She had her hair tucked up under a ball cap and a smear of black grease across the side of her nose. There was even more grease on her overalls and hands.

“Shelby?”

“He’s a crazy mad genius, Daddy! He just looked at the onboard computer and figured out what was wrong.”

“Shelby—”

“It was the controller. It was still on the showroom settings, so of course when we took it out in the field, the self-cleaning filters got clogged up.” She bobbed up and down on her toes.

“Shelby.”

“Yes, Daddy?”

Yodersen looked at the barn and sighed.

“Good job, honey. Now get a brush on those hands and get them clean. Your mama would have a fit if you tried to eat with them looking like that.”

“Yes, Daddy.” She skipped back up to the house.

“In the morning, Ostergaard. Early, early morning. Both of you.”

“Will do.”
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Early, early morning brought Yodersen to the barn door, bellowing Colt’s name. Colt rolled out of his bunk, strapped his six-gun on over his long underwear, and threw on his hat. The kid was still in his bunk, having another shivering fit.

“Ostergaard, is that Alphie still here?”

Colt strolled up to the door.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be gone in an hour.”

“We might not have an hour. Something’s taking down my repeaters.” He shook his slate in the air. “If it’s not him, we could be in trouble. Look.” He handed Colt his slate.

The real-time map of the ranch and its fence line changed as he looked at it. Three repeaters disappeared at the same time, shrinking the size of the fence.

“Looks like there’s more than one something. The kid’s in the bunk, so he’s got nothing to do with it.”

“Meet me at the corral. I’m going to warn Erin so she can prep the house.” He turned and charged back to the house.

Colt looked at the slate again and two more repeaters went dark.

“Damn.”

He strode back into the bunk room and dropped the slate on the table.

The kid’s shiver fit was over and he looked worse than the day before.

“It’s about to rain all kinds of hell.” He pulled on his last pair of denims and then his boots. “Someone’s taking down the Yodersen’s fence line.” He rolled up his sleep sack then stopped, looking at his 12-gauge and the .30-06. “I’m thinking it’s a pack of ferals, and they’re about to attack.” He slung the .30-06 over his shoulder and laid the shotgun and a box of shells on the kid’s bunk. “I’m going to saddle up my yima. If we get overrun, mount up and get the hell out of here. Take the 12-gauge with you. You’ll need it.”

He stopped at the door and looked back at the kid.

“His name is Big Fella. Take care of him. He’s a damn good yima.”

By the time he got to the corral, Yodersen was already unlatching the gate.

“We can take some of them out with a stampede. I know we’ll lose some, but I can round them up later. Just help me keep them together until it’s time to spook them.”

Colt looked across the valley.

“Then we best do it now. They’re here.”

Clumps of riders stretched from one side of the ranch to the other. This wasn’t a single pack. There were hundreds of them.

“Your stampede isn’t going to do much at all. They’re spread out all over.”

“Yah!” Yodersen shooed the cattle out of the corral. “Move!” When they didn’t move fast enough, he raised his shotgun.

“Don’t—”

He fired over their heads. That got them running. It also got the attention of the feral’s marksmen. They laid down a line of fire between the corral and the barn, herding them towards the house. He got there just before Yodersen slammed the door and barred it.

Erin and Shelby had dropped steel shutters with gun ports over all the windows. Boxes of shells and spare rifles were all in easy reach.

“Girls, get upstairs.”

Yodersen started firing out of one of the gun ports.

“There’s too many of them, Yodersen. They’re too far away. Save your ammo and wait until they get close.”

Yodersen grunted.

Shots peppered the house as the ferals advanced. They were only a couple hundred yards from the house when they stopped and looked behind them. Something moved on the horizon.

“Damn.” The ferals must have found the kid’s cave because one of them was in the battle suit and headed for the ranch.

“What?” Yodersen peered through the gun port. He was going to regret it if he kept doing that.

“It’s an Alphie battle suit.”

Yodersen gave Colt a furious look. “He’s probably come for the Alphie. This is your fault.” He checked outside again. “They’re not even firing on it. I knew they were in cahoots with the Alphies. See? He’s headed for the barn.”

Get out of there, kid. You know what that suit can do.

Colt chanced a look outside. The suit was already in the barn. A couple of ferals dismounted and slowly crept up to the doors. He didn’t hear any gunshots yet. If one of them was in the suit, why were they being careful?

Did I miss an Alphie? Was there really one more using that cave?

The ferals got tired of waiting and stepped inside the barn.

“Ostergaard, where’s my slate?”

Something went BOOMF and the ferals ran out of the barn screaming. They were covered in flames.

“Ostergaard?”

The suit followed them out and put them down with a single round each from the hand cannon on his arm. There was a silent, brief pause from the ferals as the fire on the bodies crackled and popped.

Then the ferals opened fire on the suit. Ricochets pinged off it. The suit took three steps away from the barn and returned fire.

It was a massacre.

The hand cannon spit out round after explosive round on auto fire. Bodies ripped apart. Bloody chunks flew up in the air. The suit launched propelled grenades where two or three ferals rode together.

Steam boiled off the suit. Men and yimas screamed. It had only been ten seconds.

The suit dropped its gatling drum and reloaded. The ferals broke and ran. The suit resumed shooting. A stream of flaming gel shot out from under the grenade launcher, coating the slowest, running ferals with fire. The grass caught fire, too. Random shells exploded as men burned.

In twenty seconds, all but a few who were watching from out of range of the grenades, shells, or flaming gel were dead or dying. The suit took a step towards the last few. Two of them pulled out pistols and shot a third in the head. They holstered their pistols, raised up a single hand, then galloped away.

“Your slate was in the barn. With the kid.”

The suit slowly turned back and took a dozen steps toward the house. Smoke from the hand cannon mingled with the smoke from the burning field behind him. The suit lowered its arms.

Colt unbarred the door, and a wave of heat, smoke, and the stink of chemical fire on charred meat hit him in the face. He stepped out to meet the suit as the front face, chest, and legs cracked open with a pneumatic sigh.

“Kid?”

Martin pushed out of the suit and stumbled to the ground. He started to say something, but threw up instead.

“Pray you never get used to it, kid.”

Yodersen stepped up beside Colt as Martin wiped his mouth on his sleeve and looked up at the second story of the house. Erin and Shelby had rolled back the shutters and were watching. Martin gave them a shy wave.

“The kid did good. They won’t be coming back.”

“Nope.” Yodersen nodded and glanced back at the upper story. “None of them will.”

He raised his shotgun and blasted Martin with both barrels.

Sometimes a man can shake off a shotgun blast long enough to return fire. Martin Campos couldn’t, didn’t, and he died.

“What the hell, Yodersen?”

“Daddy! No!” There was a lot of shrieking and pounding on the window frame up at the house.

“I had a dog once. He got into it with a fur-snake and killed it. Killed it good. Then one day for no good reason, he up and bit me.” He broke the shotgun, dumped the shells, and reloaded.

“I don’t know if that Alphie was a fur-snake or a dog, but he was for sure an Alphie and he had to go.” He looked at Colt. “I told you if he stepped outside the barn, he was a dead man.”

Colt rubbed his palm on the side of his holster. Just one bullet and Yodersen would be dead, too. He looked up at the second story. Shelby was crying in her mother’s arms.

“I got respect for your service, being a vet and all, but I don’t want to find out that you’re a snake or a dog. Like I said, it’s time to move on.”

“Yeah, it is.”

Some folks are good on the inside. Others are just plain mean.


Pard
Sam Robb


When the Iggy in the back seat started mumbling to himself and making wet, phlegmy sounds that reminded me of a cat trying to hurk up a hairball, I knew it was time to pull over.

I’d found out quickly that driving a cab on Fair Play is a tricky business. There are half a dozen races and twice as many languages. Fortunately for me, “drunken muttering” is part of the common pidgin, and “pull over before I redecorate the back of your cab” sounds remarkably similar, no matter what language it’s mumbled in. Unfortunately for me, since my boss had started scheduling me down in the Stacks, I’d gotten way too familiar with those particular linguistic variations.

I got my cab over to the side of the road and had the door open in time for him to stumble out. A moment later, the contents of his digestive sac were on the road next to my cab, steaming in the cold air.

“Fetor blacha na! NA!” He bent over and waved an oversized paw in my direction. He was a little on the short side for an Iggy, but still half again as large as me, and I’m not a small guy. The light blue hair covering him looked a little grungy. He’d obviously been out partying for a while.

He heaved again, spit out something light green, then stood up and wiped a paw across his mouth. The wind down in the stacks swirled and spread the odor of it around. I gagged at the smell. Iggies are semi-ruminants, and the half-digested wad of stuff on the pavement smelled like it had been fermenting for a while.

“Blacha na.”

“Yeah, well, you’re going to be paying for the full ride, pal,” I said. He blinked all four eyes at me myopically. Probably understood me as well as I did him. “Pay fifty. Uh, Issida? Yis-yis ma?” I rubbed my fingers together and held out my hand. “Yis-yis?”

“Yis mu.” He pulled out a wad of bills, peeled a few slips off, and tossed them at me. “Yis na!”

I missed a grab and the cash scattered in all directions across the pavement in the cold, swirling wind. It took me a few frantic seconds of scrabbling to collect it all. When I was done, I realized that the Iggy was gone. Instead of a fist full of credits, I was holding a couple of five credit slips and a stack of complimentary drink coupons to a local bar.

I spun around and caught a glimpse of blue disappearing down a side street. I took a step in that direction, then groaned and stuffed the slips in my pocket. This was not a part of town that I wanted to go wandering off into, no matter how badly the fare had stiffed me. I could already feel eyes on me, no doubt wondering if I was going to be stupid enough to leave my cab unattended.
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“Missing something, pardner?”

I spun around. Someone catching you unawares in the Stacks was not a good thing.

The being who’d hailed me was standing back behind the cab, holding a couple of credit slips in his hand. I looked him up and down as I walked over to him slowly. His fox-like face was long and narrow, covered with fur, with lighter circles around his eyes. High leather boots and faded jeans with a broad belt were topped by a long, open leather vest. That showed off a narrow chest covered in reddish-brown hair streaked with white. A broad-brimmed hat with two notches cut to accommodate a pair of pointed ears sat atop his head.

That caught my attention. It had been over a year since I’d seen anyone wearing a cattleman and cowboy boots. I thought I was long past it, but a quick flash of homesickness washed over me, gone as soon as it came.

“Sorry if I startled you,” he drawled. His voice was high, with a lilt to it that reminded me of slow summer days back home. He was a good half-meter shorter than me and skinny enough that I wondered if he had been missing some meals.

I shook my head. “Bit distracted, that’s all.”

Closer now, I could see that his eyes were black. A single tooth poked up over his upper lip, giving him a snaggletooth appearance. A streak of white rose up from the corner of his mouth to cross the bridge of his nose and up over his forehead, off-center.

“These would be yours, yes? Saw that there Iggy toss ‘em your way, at least, before he vamoosed.” He held out the slips, a pair of tens. His three fingers were long, covered in the same thin red hair and showing dark skin underneath.

“Ha!” I took the slips. “Thanks. He still stiffed me, but it wasn’t as bad as I thought.”

He shrugged, rolling his shoulders in an odd way. “Sorry to hear that. Glad I could be of help.”

“I do appreciate it, Mister…”

“Roy, to my Human friends.” He held out a hand. “Pleased to be making your acquaintance.”

I tucked the bills away and took his hand. His grip was firm, but delicate. “Bob.”

Roy let go and tucked his hand in his belt. He opened his mouth a little, crinkling his eyes. “If you don’t mind, I would like to ask for direction. Got a mite bit turned around, I reckon. I’m looking for a place…”

His ears perked up as his voice trailed off. He turned his head to look in the direction the Iggy had disappeared, eyes narrowed. “What in tarnation is that racket?”

I cocked my head. There was something above the sound of the wind, a kind of high-pitched whine. I realized what I was hearing right as a churning mass of black fur and limbs bounced around the corner.
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Roy took a step back with a low growl. “What is that?”

I swore. “Idiot Fluckers.” The yipping was from a crowd of two, maybe three dozen creatures that looked like furry black bowling balls with six turkey legs stuck onto them. They crowded together, jumping around as they moved, careening off each other and yipping like they were on fire.

Fluckers are a pack intelligence. They can speak, but their primary “language” is kinetic. In other words, they bounce off each other. All the time, and enthusiastically. A pack of Fluckers is in constant motion, literally bouncing ideas off each other as they go. Upper-caste Iggies treated them as something like a mix between a servant and a pet, and like pets, they sometimes got abandoned. Packs in the Stack turned to begging to survive. Needless to say, Flucker panhandling can get pretty intense. If you imagine an aggressive mob of fluffy, black six-legged chiweenies possessed by an irritated imbecilic demon with a bad attitude, you won’t be too far off the mark.

For a moment, I thought of hopping in the cab and taking off. That would mean leaving Roy to deal with them alone, though. I’d run into Flucker packs more than a few times when I first came to Fair Play. While he wasn’t in any real danger, getting pummeled by fleshy bowling balls asking for change wasn’t much fun. Plus, he did look kind of fragile. If he got hurt, that’d weigh on me.

I grabbed Roy’s arm. “Get behind me. Watch my back. I’ll do the talking.” A light dusting of snow drifted down from the upper Stacks as the mob bounced towards us.

I stepped forward. “Hey, now! Leave us alone! Get outta here, yis-yis!”

The pack split, moving to flank us. An easy dozen Fluckers circled us on each side. The smell of wet fur and rotten garbage swirled around them as they moved. Roy pressed his back against mine as a gust of cold wind whisked some of the smell away. I felt him tremble, a tooth-rattling, whole-body shiver.

The pack bounded around us for a few seconds, growling and hooting. Then one of the Fluckers peeled off to bounce over towards me. I stopped, planted my feet, and took a breath. As soon as it was in range, I let loose with a kick that caught it square on the center of the body. It let out a high-pitched yelp as my boot lifted it and sent it sailing over the rest of the pack.

That was the Flucker equivalent of tapping someone on the shoulder. The rest of the pack froze, facing us. I waved back the way they had come from. “Hey, hey! Fetor na! NA! Get lost, yis-yis!”

Three or four Fluckers started yipping together. The noises they made merged into words. “Hoom. Man.” Several Fluckers started bounding up and down, colliding with each other. “Help. Morrrrrus. What. Give?”

“Hey hey, Morus. Bob give.” I pulled out the drink coupons the Iggy had left me with. “Cantina creds, yis-yis? Get you inside, get you warm.”

The various pack members started ricocheting off each other again, yipping and yelping in a frenzy before settling down. One of the speakers bounded forward to snatch the coupons from my hand.

“Morrrrrus. Thank. Go, yissss.” With that, the pack bounded off down the street, a furry little vortex of yelping. I sighed and watched them go.
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The wind kicked up again, chilling the sweat on my forehead. It must have been even harder on Roy. He still had his back up to mine, and I felt another one of those whole-body shakes. I shivered myself in sympathy. I realized I couldn’t leave him out here, in the cold and with who-knows-what else roaming around. Besides, I wanted to know about his getup.

I nodded at the cab. “Come on, let’s get you out of the weather and into someplace warmer.”

Roy kind of shrank in on himself. “Mighty nice of you, sir. I’m afraid I don’t have the money to hire you, though. Not a credit to my name right now. Honest.”

I blinked. “Wait. You’re broke? You could have taken that twenty and I never would have known!”

Roy shook his head. “That would not have been right. A man has got no rights, taking that what ain’t his.”

“Well, I didn’t face down a pack of Fluckers to leave you out here in the cold. You were honest enough to return my fare. The least I could do is buy you lunch. Join me?”

Roy hesitated, then shivered again before touching the brim of his hat. “I would be honored. Lead on, pard.”

I circled the cab and slid into the front seat. The car recognized my phone and hummed to life as Roy climbed into the passenger seat of the cab next to me.
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I pulled out and barely had the chance to open my mouth when my phone made a sad, lonely farting sound. That was the tone I used for Dispatch. I held a finger to my lips, and Roy nodded, still shivering. I sighed and mashed the “Accept” button for voice.

“Denton here.” I cranked up the heat to try and give Roy a chance to warm up.

“Deen-toon.” The voice at the other end was rough, accusatory, and heavy with a Yolonder accent—because the idiot at the other end of the line was a fat, lazy, shaa-smoking bastard of a Yolonder.

“Magra. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

“You stopped. Unauthorized! Noted on your record.”

“It was by customer request,” I said smoothly as I maneuvered carefully through an intersection with a burnt-out traffic signal. “Add that to the note. My passenger wasn’t feeling well. He asked to be let off early.” Technically true.

“You collected payment? Yis-yis?”

I could hear the smugness in the tone. He knew I’d gotten stiffed and that I’d have to make it up out of my own pocket. I wouldn’t be surprised if he set me up with someone known for pulling that crap.

“Of course,” I said. Also technically true. “No tip, though. How come the fares you send me never tip, Magra?”

“Thinking perhaps they do not appreciate the driver.” Magra wheezed, his version of a chuckle. “Maybe not appreciate Hoom, too stupid to read paperwork.”

I bristled, but let it slide. Magra enjoyed reminding me of why I was stuck driving a cab for him every chance he got.

After a moment, he wheezed again. “Do better, Deen-toon. Maybe it change.”

“Yeah, sure. You got anything else for me?”

“No fare. Not many down Stacks who want bad driver, urine attitude. Na yis-yis.”

“Fine. I’m going on break, then. Let me know when I have something.”

“Might yes. Might no. Might be lonely tonight. Might be no money for you. Bad driver. Have brother son, could drive better than you.”

Ah. So that was what he was up to. “I’m sure. When your nephew is ready to handle the drunks down Stack, you let me know. Until then, I’m your guy here. Denton out.”

I hung up on Magra before he could answer.
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“Sounds like a lovely fellow.” Roy’s voice was quiet. “You seem like a pretty good driver to me.”

I focused on the road and took a deep breath. “He wants a cut of my pay. He’s all but said that if I start kicking back cash to him, he’ll stop giving me garbage fares.”

Roy cocked his head. “I’ve heard a lot of that sort of thing since I arrived. I take it you’re not willing to take him up on his proposition. Any particular reason?”

I shrugged. “Partly out of principle. Partly because I hate his guts. Truth be told, though, it’s mostly because I’m an obstinate son of a…gun.”

Roy let loose with a barking yip that was certainly laughter. I grinned and turned up the heat. We let out a simultaneous sigh as the fan kicked up and blasted warm air over us.

“So. Lunch.” I glanced at the clock on the dash. “Or brunch. You okay with Human and Iggy food?”

“Human grub is fine.” Roy grinned. “I’ll eat anything that isn’t trying to eat me.”

“Eggs and bacon?”

Roy sat back and melted into the seat as the heat did its work. “That sounds delicious. You humans and your bacon…” He licked his lips with a long, pink tongue.

My stomach rumbled. “Then I know just the place.”

Roy wiggled back into his seat. “Nice to take the weight off my bones. This place is tiring.”

“You’re from a smaller planet, I take it?”

Roy touched the brim of his hat. “Got it in one, pard. Zill’s a different place, let me tell you. The chill in the air here saps my strength. Feels like I’m lugging my own self around, if that makes sense.”

I whistled. “It does. Fair Play’s 1.2 Earth gravities. I felt it a bit when I first got here. You must be exhausted.”

“Mite bit. If you don’t mind me asking,” Roy said. “Why’re you here? You seem a decent sort, for a city slicker. I get the impression that is a rare thing around here.”

I laughed. “Thank you, I think. I got stranded here. Had to take whatever job I could find down in the Stacks. Your turn. Where’d you learn English? Your accent reminds me of back home.”

“Back home? Earth? I have been a fan of your old Earth culture ever since I was a pup. The Wilds of the West!” I could hear the excitement in his voice. “What part of Earth are you from, Bob?”

“Well, Mom’s side of the family was from India. We moved around the US a bit when I was younger, but when my dad got out of the army, we settled in Texas.”

“America! Texas!” Roy sat up straight, quivering. “The mountains, the rivers, the wide-open ranges!”

I laughed. “Well, not quite. I spent my teenage years outside of Houston. More suburbia than western frontier.”

“Can I ask you something, Bob? As an Earthman and a Texan?”

I shrugged. “As long as it’s not too personal, I’ll do my best. Shoot.”

“I learned much from your classics. Books by L’Amour, Grey, McMurtry.” He shook his head. “So many! You have read them, of course?”

I nodded. You don’t grow up in Texas without at least trying L’Amour.

Roy grinned. “Those were interesting, but your video productions? The visuals! The depictions of life in the great west. John Wayne and Clint Eastwood. ‘A Fistful of Dollars!’ ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly!’ ‘Django!’ The classics!”

“Wait. You learned about cowboys from spaghetti westerns?”

“Yes! That is the term I have read!” Roy bounced in his seat, then stilled, looking very serious. “But you are the first Earthman I have met. So I have to ask you something that I have always wondered.”

“Oh-kay…shoot.”

“Exactly what part of America was Spaghetti in?”
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I spent the next few minutes trying to untangle Earth idioms for Roy. By the time we got to Gust’s Diner, parked, and wandered inside, he was shaking his head in a mix of wonder and confusion.

“So spaghetti is a food? That a maker of the westerns enjoyed?”

“Close enough.” I pushed open the door to the diner, the attached bell jangling to announce our entrance. Gust was sitting behind the counter. He was Human, a decent cook, and willing to extend a bit of credit to someone in need. All of which made him and his place an ace in my book.

“Bob! Just the right time. Business is slow. What’ya having today?”

“Two brunch platters. Scrambled.” Roy licked his lips, so I added, “Extra bacon.”

Gust stood up. “Gimme five. Help yourself to the coffee.”

We grabbed seats at the counter. I poured a couple of cups of coffee, steaming hot. Roy wrapped his hands around his cup, still shivering a bit.

“So what was Zill like?” I asked.

“Warm. No plains. No place for cowboys,” he said sadly. “And no cows. Lots of birds. Everything is up and down. Always mountains and valleys. Jungle and rain, mist and swamps.”

“Wow. Yeah, if you could package it up, ‘flat, cold, and empty’ would be the number one export here. I can see how Fair Play might catch you by surprise.”

Roy laughed, a barking snort. “It did! When I was a youngster, our teachers read us stories of other planets. One of them was a story about the Earth cowboys. I couldn’t get that story out of my head. Bob, I wanted to see the sky stretched out overhead! Ride the plains with the cowpokes! Sleep under the stars!” He shook his head sadly. “Now, I do not think I ever will. I came here, but the job I was promised has vamoosed, like your fare. I am sticking here, on this planet, far from the plains and the cows that call to my hearts.”

“Huh,” I said slowly. “Let me guess. You signed on with a recruiter? A deal too good to pass up? Then when you got here, the company had folded.”

He sat up, frowning, eyes narrowed, nose twitching. “They offered to finance my ticket. One step closer to Earth! I thought I could save for the next leg of the trip.”

I took a sip of coffee. “Bait and switch. Then someone from the Imhabba met you. Did they offer you a sketchy job at a quarter of what you came here for?”

“No. I probably would have taken it if they did! They told me they had bought out the company’s debt. By the law, it was now a loan. They demanded I repay them immediately! I barely had enough to keep them off my tail.”

I shook my head. “Something similar thing happened to me. ‘Welders wanted!’ I figured I could work a few years here, then move back home and retire. Now I’m on their shortlist because I won’t work for them. Went out and found another job instead. They’re not too happy that I got away.”

Roy looked like he was going to start chewing up the walls. “No better than…than…cattle rustlers. Stagecoach robbers!”

“Con men, for sure. It seems to be part of the Iggy culture. Might as well be the planetary sport. I wasn’t about to give them what they wanted, so I took a job driving a cab instead. It was a rough couple of months for me. If I hadn’t arrived at the beginning of summer, I would have had to take the offer.”

“They did not even offer me a job,” Roy said. “No work for a ‘crazy Ziller.’ They liked my money well enough. Threatened to have me arrested if I didn’t sign over everything.”

“Rat bastards, the lot of ‘em,” I said. “Nothing at all like you, Roy.”

“Thank you, Bob. And the same to you.”
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Gust delivered our brunch plates, hot and ready, just as the door jangled.

“Be right with you!” he called out, then turned back to us. “Lunch rush. You got here just in time. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Will do.” Roy was already digging into his plate with gusto. From the looks of it, he was more than a little hungry.

We ate together in relative silence for a while. The door jangled a couple of more times and the diner started to fill up. Roy was finishing up his meal when an Iggy wearing a dress harness leaned up against the counter next to me.

“Denton.” The Iggy’s voice was surprisingly mellow.

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Skura. What do you want?”

Skura tilted his head as he looked over Roy, then turned his attention back to me. “Taking in strays now?”

“Helping a friend.” I pushed my plate away, appetite gone. Roy wolfed down the last of his bacon and sat up, staring at the Iggy. “Again—what do you want?”

Skura flashed me an Iggy smile, lower eyes closed as he showed me his teeth. “You can do better than cab driving, Denton. We’ve got a job for you. I’m sure you’ll take it.”

“Pass. I’m not interested in working for the Imhabba.”

Skura tilted his head. “You’ll change your mind. Or have it changed for you.”

Gust strolled over, rag in hand. He noticed the frown on my face as he wiped down the counter in front of the Iggy. “Gilda Skura. What have I told you about bothering my customers?”

Skura smiled again. “Just chatting while I waited for you, Gust. I want a bowl of kimchi. Extra vinegar.”

Gust jerked his head over at the corner. “I’ll bring it to your usual place.”

Skura nodded and pushed himself back from the counter. He stopped to look at me.

“The end of the month comes quick, Denton. Don’t let it catch you by surprise.” He looked over at Roy. “If I were you, Ziller, I’d watch the company I keep.” With that, he turned and lumbered towards the back of the diner.
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I nodded at Gust. “Thanks.”

Gust grunted. He was a generous soul, but hated being noticed for it. He looked over at Roy. “Did I hear you talking about cows?”

“Cowboys.” Roy grinned. “Do you know of them, sir?”

“Little bit, yeah. You here to visit Red Hills?”

Roy turned his head till it was almost parallel to the ground. “Bob? What is that?”

“No idea.” I fished one of the tens out of my pocket to pay for lunch and slid it across the counter. “What are you talking about, Gust?”

The bill disappeared into his apron. “Red Hills Station. Little place a couple of hours north. Some university runs it. They’re trying to breed Earth livestock that can live here.”

“Never heard of it.”

Gust pursed his lips. “Their vet out there, Jesse, she comes in some days. Pretty sure you’ve seen her. Big girl. Tall, I mean. About your size, Bob. Amazon in dirty overalls and oversized boots.”

“I think I know whom you mean,” I said slowly. “She the one that wears the orange parka?”

“That’s her,” Gust said. “A few months ago, she was telling me about the cattle they had her working with. Haven’t seen her since then.”

“Cattle? Cows?” Roy looked back and forth between us. “I thought I would have to go to Earth! Do they have horses, sir?”

Gust shrugged. “Mules, I think? They’re not a zoo or anything, but she told me to stop in if I’m ever out that way and she’d show me around.” He nodded at Roy. “Let her know I sent you, I’m sure she’d be happy to give you a tour.”
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The alarm on my phone went off, a loud klaxon. Roy jumped a bit.

“Sorry.” I poked at my phone once, twice until it shut up. “End of my break. I’ve got to get back on the clock.”

Roy’s head drooped. “I’ve enjoyed your company, pard. If you can reckon some way I might get out to that there ranch, I’d appreciate it if you’d look me up and let me know.”

I pursed my lips and considered for a moment, then shook my head. “Bastard deserves it,” I muttered. I pulled up a map on my phone and found the address for Red Hills Station, two hours north of the city line.

Roy cocked his head at me, that sideway motion that looked like he was trying to listen to the ground. I waved my hand at him. “Never mind. Talking to myself. Gust! Can I borrow the house phone?”

“What’s wrong with yours?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but pulled it from under the bar and slid it over to me.

“Nothing, except that it’s mine. Quiet down, now.” I punched in the number for dispatch. The AI picked up on the second ring.

“Wanderaul Transport, how may we serve you?”

I cleared my throat and pinched my nose. “Yaaas. Your services were recommended to me by a gentleman at the spaceport. I require transport for my aunt. She can be…difficult to deal with. She is used to getting her way, and can sometimes be abusive towards the, uh, ‘staff,’ as she calls them. Please direct your driver to not attempt small talk with her. She is also, regretfully, not a believer in tipping.”

There was a pause. “I see,” said the AI. “I will communicate your parameters to our Dispatch Officer. Could you provide the pickup address, please?”

I rattled off the address of the ranch and said my goodbyes.

“What…” Roy started to say. I held a finger up.

“Hold on. Three… two…” Before I got to “one,” my phone made its sad, lonely little farting sound. Gust chuckled.

I punched to accept the call and put it on speaker. Magra’s slimy voice oozed out.

“Deen-toon. You are done with break. I have important fare for you! Long trip, but very important lady.”

“Whaddya mean, ‘long trip’?” I said. It was easy to sound annoyed. Just listening to him did it for me.

He ignored me, of course. “Very important! Big tipper. Very talkative. Lady, you know, talk talk talk all the time. Asked for driver who will talk good to her, keep her entertained on long drive.”

Gust smiled and shook his head. Roy’s eyes were wide, his tongue hanging out, his version of a silent laugh. He slapped his chest lightly and shook his head.

“Well, now, that sounds like a great fare.” I tried to put a little excitement into my voice. “Sounds like I may have misjudged you, Magra.”

The Yolo wheezed. “Much you don’t know of me, Deen-toon. You are just the Hoom I want for this. Smarter than you think, I am.” He wheezed again.

“I will admit, I am consistently amazed by your level of intelligence, Magra. I’m in. Send me the address. I’ll be on my way as soon as I get it.” I hung up before he had the chance to respond.

Gust finally laughed out loud. Roy slapped me on the shoulder and gave me a squeeze. “That doesn’t strike me as being entirely aboveboard, pard.”

I shrugged. “He should have called back to the originating number to verify payment. He should have told me how far out of my way I’d begoing for this single fare. And he told me to do the exact opposite of what the ‘client’ said to do. He’s trying to set me up for failure.”

My phone chimed, this time with an address notification. “And there we go. He’s sending me off to pick up a fare that he knows is going to stiff me on a tip, file a complaint, and probably refuse payment.” I slid off the stool. “Now, as it happens, I’m heading out towards Red Hills, Roy. Might I offer you a lift?”

The canid shook his head. “I’d be delighted to keep you company, pard. Let’s get rolling!”
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We hit the cab and took off. Roy was silent as I navigated toward the city limits, and I kept quiet myself. It hadn’t taken me long as a driver to learn to honor the moods of my fares.

After a while, he spoke up, a single word. “Why?”

“Hmm?”

“I am thankful, Bob. This…lunch, taking me to see the cows. Why?”

“Well.” I shrugged. “I’ve been where you are, Roy. Far from home, alone, with nobody to lean on. I had a few people help me out then. Gust fed me for a week until I found a job that wasn’t doing sketchy stuff for the Imhabba. I’m paying it forward. Passing it along to the next guy, which is you.”

“Mighty charitable of you.” Roy looked out the window. “Not much of that for me back on Zill.”

“Rough world?”

“No, actually. It’s peaceful like. Everybody has their place.” He hung his head. “But everybody has their place. If you can see what I mean.”

I nodded. He looked up and shook his head.

“You do what your family needs. We were limbers, maintaining tree canopy over roads. I was the smallest of my cousins. Not too strong. They all learned to work the trees, and I was told I was going to be a teacher.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Again, correct. It wasn’t. I like to learn. That was when I found more of your Earth stories. The westerns. They were so different, so new, so…” He let out a trilling yip. “I do not know the word for it in Human. They made my hearts ache. I was different, they were different. I read as much as I could, watched as much as I could, learned the language of English.”

Roy looked out the window. “I did everything that my family wanted. We all do. I came back and taught. After learning about the cowboys, though, I wanted more. So I saved and planned.”

“Ah. I know what that’s like.”

“Yes!” He shook his head. “Maybe I was foolish, Bob. Maybe I should have stayed home.”

“Yeah. You can worry over might-have-been all day long, though,” I said. “Sometimes you have to take a chance. Doesn’t always work out. But you’ll never know unless you try.”

“You hit the nail there, Bob. I might not have, though. Not until I saw the ad from the recruiter talking about Fair Play. I gnawed on it in my head for a month before I realized I would always regret it if I didn’t chase down the opportunity. Your stories say, ‘Go West, Young Man.’ So I did.”

He was quiet for a moment, then sighed. “I didn’t make it too far west, though. Fair Play is not Earth. But it is different, for sure. I am having my adventure, even if it is not the one I wanted.”

“Well. You are going to get to see cows,” I pointed out.

Roy perked up. “Yes! And I have met a Texasman. Can you tell me what was it like there, Bob? Did you ever ride a horse?”

I chuckled. “There’s still ranches and the like, but not where I was. I did get to see horses a couple of times, at the state fair.”

“Horses.” Roy’s tone was breathless. “Can you tell me about them? What do they smell like? What is a fair? What were they like?”

“Well.” I tilted my head a bit as I stared out at the road, remembering. “Let’s back up. This was right after we moved to Texas. My dad decided we should all go to the state fair at least once…”

Roy sat back, eyes wide, tongue lolling in his friendly grin. We let the miles drift away as I told him about state fairs, horses, and the Texas sky.
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About two hours after we left, the sign for Red Hills Station rolled into sight. Flurries drifted from the gray sky as I turned down a dirt road that wound through some small hills before a few buildings came into sight.

A sign that said “OFFICE” hung from a small two-story building made of native wood. A wide porch ran along the length of it. Various crates, boxes, and piles of equipment occupied most of the porch. Behind it were some outbuildings—what looked like a couple of sheds and a pair of what had to be barns.

We pulled up to the front of the office, tires crunching on frozen ground. Roy jumped out as soon as the engine stopped, ignoring the cold. I followed a little more sedately. The wind was a bit harsher out here, carrying the sound of cattle lowing and a dog barking. There was the faint scent of manure overlaying everything. Not my favorite smell, but still way better than Iggy vomit in the Stacks.

The dog in question came trotting out from the direction of the barns, around the corner of the building. He was an old black lab with white around his muzzle, tail wagging with dogged enthusiasm. He met my eyes and gave me an apologetic look as he barked one more time.

“Fort!” A woman hurried out from the barns, looking harried. I recognized her, just like Gust said I would. She was a bit shorter than me, with broad shoulders, and wore tall boots, dirty jeans, an oversized orange parka and a matching toque.

The dog slowed and looked back at her long enough for her to catch up right as she got to us. She grabbed him by the collar, and he plunked down next to her, tail thumping.

“Sorry ‘bout that. He’s really friendly. Just wanted to let me know you were here.” She gave us a perfunctory smile. “Can I help you two…” She glanced at Roy and barely hesitated before soldiering on, “…Gentlemen with something?”

“I take it you’re Jesse?” I said. She raised her chin in inquiry. “Gust sent us up your way.”

Roy stepped forward, hands clasped together. “Miss Jesse,” he drawled. “I am from a little place called Zill, a ways out yonder.”

Jesse’s eyes widened a bit. “Oh! We’ve heard of Zill. I’ve never had a chance to meet someone from there. You’re a bit far from home, aren’t you, Mister…?”

Roy touched the brim of his hat. “Just Roy’ll do, ma’am. And yes, I’m a fair distance from home.”

“Roy here was hoping to be able to get a tour,” I said. “Gust mentioned that you have some cattle.”

“Ma’am.” Roy took off his hat and held it in front of him. “Would it be too much to ask if I could see your cows? In person?”

Jesse blinked, then shrugged. “Well. I don’t see why not. They’re out in the paddock, around back behind the barn.” She looked down. “Fort! Out to the paddock. Git!”

Fort barked, then jumped up and ran back the way he’d come.

Roy let out an excited yip and tossed his hat in my direction. “Pard! Hold that, please!” He dropped to all fours and loped after Fort. The dog heard him and let out a happy bark, and picked up his pace. Roy caught up and bounced around beside Fort, letting out his own sharp little barks in reply.

Jesse and I watched the two of them disappear around the corner of the barn. Her mouth was hanging open. “Is he…can he…” She turned to look at me.

I gave her the most reassuring smile I could. “I’m sure they’re okay,” I said. I stuck out my hand. “I’m Bob Denton. Think I’ve seen you at Gust’s place once or twice.”

She took my hand tentatively, then shook her head and gave me a proper handshake. “Right. Same here. Come on, let’s catch up. Fort seems to like your friend, but I don’t know how the beasties will take to him.”
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She headed the way Roy and the dog had gone at less than a jog, but more than a stroll. I hurried to catch up. “So. This is your place?”

“In a manner of speaking. There’s a series of stations like mine. I’m the chief grunt and bottle washer here.”

“Huh. Didn’t even know y’all were out here.”

“Ha! You and everyone else.” She shook her head. “Sorry. We don’t get many visitors, that’s for sure. When you first showed up, I thought you were here about the job.”

“Job?”

“We need a field hand. Especially heading into winter this year. We’ve finally got the herd to a decent size. I’m running myself ragged trying to keep up with everything. We’ve had the job listed on the city boards for months, but no takers.”

“Huh.” Not surprising. Most of the blue-collar job market was wrapped up by the Imhabba. “What kind of job? Roy might be interested.”

She made a face. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not sure your friend could do it. Zill’s a low-G planet, right?”

“Yeah. A hot one, too. He’s still not used to Fair Play quite yet.” I hesitated. “And he was a teacher back home.”

Jesse shook her head. “He wouldn’t be able to handle the day-to-day routine, then,” she said bluntly. “We start with shifting a few dozen thirty-five-kilo hay bales every morning and work up from there.”

I grimaced. “I see.”

There was a happy bark from around the corner of the barn. We came around it to see Roy leaning on a fence, staring into the paddock. Fort was standing next to him, body pressed against his leg, tail thumping. We approached and I joined the two of them at the fence.

“Bob,” Roy whispered. “Do you see?”

The paddock was a grassy field covered in snow. A cluster of hairy lumps, maybe four feet tall, milled about in the center. One lifted its head, and I realized I was looking at an incredibly shaggy cow.

“Wee coo beasties.” I could hear the pride in Jesse’s voice. “Highland cattle. They can take low temps, have a coat that shrugs off high winds, and they’re built like a tank. These little guys are some of the smartest, toughest cows the Earth has ever produced.”

Roy grinned, tongue loling. “They’re beautiful!” He let out an excited yip. Two of the cows looked up and started trotting in our direction.

“Now, those are heifers,” Jesse said. “They’re usually friendly, but I’m not sure how they’ll react to you, Mr. Roy.” She patted her coat pockets, then dug into one and pulled out a handful of hard candy balls. She handed us each a couple. “Here. They love their candy. Hold your hand out flat, they’ll eat right out of it.”

Roy and I did as she directed. One heifer came to me, blowing plumes of hot breath that turned to steam in the cold air. She sniffed my hand, snorted, then nuzzled my palm, soft lips and rough tongue slurping up the candy.

Roy’s heifer was eating from his hand, as well, although a little more enthusiastically. “Can I touch her?” he asked. At the sound of his voice, both heifers perked up their ears. Mine left off nuzzling my hand and pushed it aside to look at Roy.

“Seems they like you,” Jesse said.

“And I like them!” Roy said. At the sound of his voice, the two cows pushed in closer, hanging their heads over the fence. They both snuffled and looked at Roy expectantly.

“Scratch behind their ears,” Jesse said. “Gently, like this.” She showed Roy what she meant. Within a moment he had one hand on each cow, giving them a good scratch. They rolled their eyes in obvious appreciation and let out a couple of low, long rumbling moos.

“They really do like you,” Jesse said. “It usually takes them a good long while to warm up to new people. I wonder if it’s something about the way you look, or smell, or the sound of your voice.”

“Ma’am,” Roy said, continuing to scratch the cows, “to my knowledge, I am the first Ziller to ever meet any kind of Earth cow. This is as new to me as it is to you!”
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My phone chose that moment to speak up and let me know Dispatch was calling. Jesse raised her eyebrows in surprise, then laughed as I dug it out of my pocket and took a few steps away.

“Denton here.”

“Denn-toon! Do you have your fare?”

“There’s no fare here, Magra. Nobody even knows what I’m talking about.”

“Unacceptable!” Magra’s voice was dripping with barely contained glee. “She has taken another service. Because of your lateness, Deen-toon!”

“Yeah, well, shit happens.”

“This excrement, it is all on you, yis-yis! How will you make your payment to the Imhabba now, Deen-toon? You will have to take their job, ha!”

I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it. “Son of a…so that’s what Skura meant!”

Even with the phone held away from me, I could hear Magra’s rough voice. “What did you say? Who are you talking to, Deen-toon?”

“Hold on.” I covered the phone with my hand and raised my chin to Jesse. “Ma’am. Are you still hiring? Think I could handle that job of yours?”

She looked me up and down, shrugged. “Looks like it. I mean, unless you have a bad back or something. We’d have to run a background check, too.”

“My back’s fine, and my record’s clear.” I could hear Magra’s muffled yelling, even with my hand covering the speaker. “What’s the pay?”

“Five hundred, plus room and board.”

I blinked. After paying for my own fuel, food, and a drafty closet of a room in a dingy hostel, I was barely clearing a couple hundred a month.

“Then you have a field hand—on one condition.”

Jesse narrowed her eyes. “What’s that?”

I nodded at Roy, still lavishing attention on the heifers. “We’re a team. Roy doesn’t eat near what I do. We’ll share a room and split the work. He does the delicate stuff, I chuck hay. Deal?”

Jesse burst out laughing. “I get a field hand and someone to help me with grant paperwork? So long as you both check out—deal!”

“We will.” I held out a hand and we shook. No hesitation on her part this time. I uncovered my phone just in time to hear Magra yelling, “…Untrustworthy! Back-dealing Hoom, yis-yis! Brother son is idiot, still do better job than you. Should fire you!”

“Tell you what, Magra. I’ll save you the trouble.” I realized I was grinning from ear to ear. “I quit.”

“What? You no quit, you bring back cab, you…”

I smiled and killed the connection, then immediately blocked my contact for Dispatch and gave a deep, relieved sigh.

“Right!” I turned to Jesse. “That felt great. Roy!”

Roy looked over his shoulder at me. “What’s up, pard?”

I took a deep breath. “Talked to Jesse here, and, well. She’s got some job openings here at the station. So, you and I are going to get paid to be cowboys. If that’s all right with you, I mean.”

Roy let out a rip-roaring yip and bounded into the air, landing on all fours. Fort started barking, and the two bounded around each other in excited circles. Even the heifers mooed and started prancing.

Jesse closed her eyes. “What in the world have I done?”

“You just got a heck of a two-for-one deal,” I said. “Come on, boss. Show me where those hay bales are. I’ve got a year of frustration to work out of my system, so you might as well take advantage of it while you can.”


Space Sheep and the Electric Cow
A. Kristina Casasent


Briar “Sparky” McNeil’s nose itched, but inside his space suit, he could do nothing about it. His little jetpack vibrated against his back as he positioned himself to cut a single space sheep from his herd.

Opening a communication channel, Sparky gave a come-by, the whining whistle going up and down in an annoying pattern. In response to the whistle, the Miniature American Shepherd bitch, Sunset, moved her thruster-powered spacesuit to flank clockwise behind the massive space sheep herd. She then waited to find out which member of the herd Sparky wanted first.

“Space sheep” was a wholly misleading term, as the colorful asteroid-grazing space manta looked nothing like sheep. The only similarity was that space cowboys guarded and guided the flocks, and harvested the element-rich wool coats, which was easier than direct asteroid mining—in theory. The wool coats on the space sheeps’ backs were beautiful, with the different colors displaying what elements were in the coat.

Space sheep flew through space on solar sail wings and gases extracted from asteroids. Sizes ranged from about the size a Newfoundland dog to half a tennis court across—not that Sparky played any tennis, but he had seen a green and white field on a visit to Earth.

“Get the red one,” Sparky called out, figuring it was easier than giving the whistle directions. His nano-injected partner, Sunset, was a sapient and could understand English.

“Come on, Sparky, you know I don’t see colors the same as you,” Sunset yipped through her translator, a fob on her collar.

Sparky pursed his lips and started up a string of whistling. He wasn’t always much for words, but Sunset didn’t mind the more primal communication. At his instructions, she darted around a large red space sheep. Sparky could just barely make out residue from Sunset’s attitude jets checking her course around the space sheep.

Sunset began to gently encourage the space sheep to move away from the rest of the flock. Her suit contained a powerful electromagnet that did the equivalent of nipping at the space sheep’s heels. She enjoyed the multidimensional challenge of keeping the space sheep herd together, and peeling one out, without putting too much pressure on the herd’s safety bubble and driving the herd apart.

Sparky and Sunset needed to peel each space sheep out one by one to check their health before starting the cattle drive. Much like the name of the space sheep, the appellations of “cowboy” and “cattle drive” were stubbornly retained, even when the subject herd consisted of beautiful, ten-meter manta, their wool coats displaying all the colors of the rainbow, and a few more.

The space sheep were due at Boogaloo Station for the Deep Space Livestock Show and Rodeo, and Sparky and Sunset planned to bring the biggest herd of space sheep the Western Hemisphere Confederacy, or WHC, had ever seen.

Sunset chivvied the space sheep towards Sparky, who flung out an electric lasso. The lasso shot through the void of space and wrapped gently but firmly onto the flat head of the space sheep. The sparkling space sheep was used to the lasso, and moved in the direction of the gentle tug, followed by the jet-powered Mini American canine.

Sparky had cut his jets and pressed the button on his lasso to have it reel in when the perimeter alarm on his spaceship started blaring.

“What in tarnation!” Sparky slapped the release button on his lasso, causing it to loosen its hold on the space sheep, which promptly shot out a huge wave of gas, and dived into the middle of the herd. The gas pelted Sparky, sending him tumbling until he steadied himself with a light flick of his jets. “Sunset, head to the ship! Something’s on a collision course with her.”

There weren’t any real rustlers or banditos around. Maybe once the elemental wool and solar sail discards had been collected, they might gather. Until then, space sheep were just a lot of work. No one was going to steal his herd while he wasn’t looking. Stolen spaceships were too hard to part out or re-use in the tight asteroid belt culture. The last attempt at stealing a ship had left the criminals breathless, once the air left their lungs after being thrown out the nearest conveniently-placed airlock.

Sparky activated his suits main thruster. They say there’s no sound in space. Unfortunately, there was atmosphere in Sparky’s suit. For minor corrections and movement, the jets were near enough silent that only Sunset could hear them. In the quick dart to his ship, the hiss of the thruster was a piercing annoyance. He zipped through the herd, dodging around space sheep tails, avoiding the occasional methane emissions or flail of sails, or in one case, a headbutt from a food-obsessed specimen who must have been eating lots of gold, since it was coated in the lustrous engineering metal.“Who do you think it is?” asked Sunset.

Sparky had saved a long time to afford the nano injections that made Sunset sapient and extended her life. Sunset had agreed to stay and work with Sparky once she was her own person, because she enjoyed the challenge of space herding and still considered Sparky her person. Then, they had saved together to afford the translator program. Most humans could not hear high and low enough to understand uplifted canine speech really well, although Sparky sure did try. Their neighbor, Conocotocko, a Cherokee who lived a few dozen astronomical units sunward, could understand Sunset without a translator. Interestingly, a fork scraping on a plate hurt Conocotocko’s ears as much as Sunset’s.

Sunset zipped up next to Sparky and gave out a wordless happy bark. Sunset also loved flying at full speed, which she didn’t often have a chance to do.

Sparky told everyone that Miniature American Shepherds had been created as a breed in Texas, but as a Texan, he often felt that everything good came from Texas or at least the South. And creating an official new breed of dog by breeding small Australian Shepherds who retained herding instinct was good in Sparky’s book, which meant Texas.

Sparky crested the edge of the last space sheep’s outflung solar sails and spotted an odd electrical storm stampeding towards their ship.

“Our ship!” yelped Sunset.

Sparky thought for a moment the electrical disturbance looked like it had eight running legs and a big head like a steer, but the momentary vision was erased by another bright electrical discharge.

Their ship, the Yellow Rose of Texas, was a system spaceship, with very minor inertial dampening, obvious from the somewhat blocky body that was barely streamlined. Higher rates of inertial dampening generated higher velocities, necessitating a more streamlined ship, or field projectors in front to reduce friction against even the low density “vacuum” of a space almost devoid of particles.

The Yellow Rose of Texas was a working ship and it showed. Even from a distance, Sparky could see patches where he and Sunset had made repairs to the bright yellow hull. The rear inertial ring that created a cargo containment field was spotless, both through great effort and necessity. The yellow ship was also home.

Electrical sparks darted across the surface of the Yellow Rose of Texas, sending flecks of blinding light sparkling and carving a pattern of zigzags across the hull, like patterns in the turkey feathers Conocotocko used for decoration.

Sparky gasped in horror as his ship flamed brightly in the ebony void before darkening. The electrical storm hung, swirling around the ship for a moment. It twisted and twined along the edges of their ship, like a cat rubbing against a wall to mark it, before changing direction towards Sparky and Sunset’s space sheep.

Like any sapient being, or even animal, Sparky’s first instinct was to avoid the storm, until he saw it veering towards the herd.

If the storm hit the space sheep, the precious solar sails and elemental wool would melt and fuse. The herd should survive, but if the ship was out of commission, it would leave all of them stranded more astronomical units than Sparky cared to think about from help. It would also take the space sheep months to grow new solar sails, and the Deep Space Livestock Show and Rodeo at Boogaloo would be long over, before they could even set out. If the herd took a hit from the storm, the cowboy and the canine would be tightening their belts, instead of herding from asteroid to asteroid getting closer to affording a nice retirement moon.

Cursing, Sparky fired up his jetpack and blasted towards the herd. He instinctively let out three sharp whistles to signal Sunset to flank the herd anti-clockwise this time. In his rush to get moving, Sparky sometimes forgot about words.

“On it,” Sunset barked, blasting off toward the herd at top speed.

Sparky set an intercept course with the strange electrical storm. As the disturbance moved across space, Sparky again thought he saw an eight-legged critter with a blockish, horned head.

The not-an-electrical-storm was headed directly toward the herd. Now Sparky could definitely see an octopoidal shape that would pass near an iron-ore asteroid the herd had been grazing on.

“That looks like a giant octopus,” barked Sunset from her vantage point by the herd.

The space sheep seemed oblivious to the oncoming danger. Sunset jetted into the herd and began the electromagnetic equivalent of nipping at heels. The herd scattered to the eight points, like a reverse wake fragmenting out in all directions except towards the oncoming stampede.

“Whoa—” Sunset yelped as two space sheep jetted towards her, leaving faintly phosphorescent trails as they expelled gasses for quicker maneuvering. The canine space herder spun around them, a quick kick of her heels giving a short boost of thrust, and slipped past the space sheep, giving a quick magnetic nip to their heels to keep them moving.

“This is the worst job of herding I’ve ever done,” she yipped. “But darn Brinkley was right: scattering a herd can sure be fun sometimes.”

“Don’t get used it. Just get them away from that electric cow stampede,” Sparky called back.

Sunset gave a dog laugh and focused on parting the space sheep sea, only pausing to bark, “But it’s an octopus!”

Sparky barreled towards the electric creature. His plan was crazy, and he was not sure it would work, but it was better than watching the herd be destroyed. He readied his electric lasso, and moved between the electric cow-octopus and the iron-ore asteroid. He grounded one end of the lasso to the asteroid and with the other end, hooked a flailing leg of lightning.

The lasso locked on, and the lightning around the electric cow-octopus flared a brighter white. Sparky disconnected from the lasso and watched as sparks shot down the path of least resistance and lit up the asteroid. At least the electric octopus with a cow-like blockish head was locked in place, for now.

The electric cow-octopus slowly turned from a bright white to a sickly yellow. Its movements became sluggish, and it stopped next to the asteroid. The creature’s aura flickered and wavered, a strange pale-yellow color with occasional flashes of orange. The yellow electric cow-octopus floated free, no longer stampeding towards the herd of space sheep.

Sparky whistled a look-back command, the trilling little scale telling Sunset she should stop and look back.

“Okay, Sparky.” Sunset evaluated the peaceful yellow electric cow and then looked back at the scattered herd. “The octopus looks okay for now. I’ll round up the space sheep. I guess I’ll move them to the field with transuranic elements a bit sooner than planned.”

“Yep. I’ll check on the Rose.” Sparky zipped by the electric cow, now yellow with no orange or white. An occasional yellow spark worked its way up or down the lasso.

Approaching the Yellow Rose of Texas, Sparky saw the black, turkey feather-like marks along the hull and hissed in a breath.

“How bad?” whined Sunset, hearing Sparky’s reaction over the open comm.

“Well, it looks like you finally got your wish for Conocotocko to decorate the hull. Let me check if we’re dead in space or if she just looks like a dead bird.”

“Ha. Then it doesn’t look like Conocotocko’s art at all. Everything he makes seems so alive you can almost smell it.”

“That’s because he uses real feathers.”

“Only for my toys.”

“Oh, never mind,” Sparky muttered as he got within touching distant of the Yellow Rose of Texas. He rubbed at the feather-like markings on the hull, which defiantly remained in place. “We might want to change the name to the Yellow Warbler.”

“I thought changing a ship’s name was bad luck?”

Sparky ran a gloved hand over the half-melted etchings of black on the yellow hull. “Not sure a new name is any unluckier than having an electric cow kick up our ship.”

“Space octopus. And didn’t we agree to look on the bright side of crap?”

“Yes, but we have to wait for the crap to pass. I still have afterimages from our ship being engulfed by lightning burnt into my retinas. So I can’t see the bright side yet.”

“Pessimist,” Sunset woofed.

“Realist,” Sparky corrected, as he found the airlock and ran his hand along the seal. He used his magnetic boots to stabilize on the ship’s hull as he climbed around like a strange human-shaped space gecko. He checked the hull, finding it marred but unbreached, before confronting the personnel airlock leading to the flight deck.

Sparky used his key-fob. The beep indicated the command to cycle the airlock open from the outside had been sent, but nothing happened. Sparky pushed the button harder. Again, a beep, but nothing happened.

“Looks like the lock won’t cycle.”

“Oh, no. Do we still have atmo?” Sunset growled.

“I think so. The hull looks intact, and the Rose hasn’t shifted, but we’ll have to manually cycle the lock to get inside.”

Sparky started to work, joined by Sunset when she returned. It took a bit of finagling before two tired sapients got the airlock door open. The cowboy and the canine stepped directly into the dim, red-lit flight deck from outside. Sparky began working the console, checking ship’s systems.

“Do we have power?” asked Sunset.

“Only some systems on backup battery. Like the perimeter—” Sparky was interrupted as the perimeter alarms starting to blare over the comm again, demonstrating their continued functioning. A moment later, before either could touch the controls, the alarm died mid-scream. The dim lighting of the flight deck snapped off, and they felt the ship go quiet through their booted feet.

The deafening, eerie sound of silence filled Sparky’s ears. His breathing became the loudest sound. A dead silence of all systems stopping at once was something you never wanted to hear.

“What was that?” Sunset barked.

“Not sure. Ship’s power failed. Sensors don’t work.” Sparky tapped the console, unhooked the toolkit from the wall and literally flew out the still-open hatch. Sparky landed and activated his magnetic boots, and moved to the front of the ship. He stood on a ledge around the front of the ship, where he worked the manual latch release, popped open the front access, and peered into the tangled mass of wires, tubes, and gears. For a moment, Sparky wished he was on a planet where he could pop a beer and sip it while he fixed an engine, instead of floating in space worrying about his oxygen supply.

“Can you fix it?” Sunset whimpered with sagging ears when Sparky was quiet for too long. She had followed him to the engine compartment. Sunset was acceptable with electronics, but her knowledge of engines was hampered by disinterest in anything but going fast.

“I don’t know yet,” Sparky sighed. “Hey, what was the perimeter alarm about?”

“Behind you!” Sunset barked, a sharp, slightly high-pitched yip.

Sparky turned and was surprised to see a royal-blue and pastel-green object approaching at an impressive speed. The object resolved into a round boulder of a ship, with a single, spinning pastel-green ring around the equator. The strange alien ship decelerated and lined up next to the Yellow Rose.

“Well, we have visitors,” Sparky muttered.

“Visitors?” Sunset yelped.

“Yes. Go check on the herd. Do you have your laser module installed in your suit? Just in case?”

“Yes. I’ll go check the herd. Be careful.” Sunset’s woof was slightly subdued and ended in a growl.

Sparky faced the alien ship. A small hole in the royal blue globe popped open. An elongated figure with an extra-long finger on each hand appeared from the hole. A form-fitting, shiny silver suit with a round clear helmet covered the alien figure from what appeared to be its head to multidigited toes. A long tail wrapped around a line which disappeared inside the ship.

As the figure climbed agilely out of the ship, the clear helmet showed a lemur-like face. The fur mask around the face was prominent, and Sparky could make out slightly bluish-grey fur, huge furless ears, sharp rodent-like teeth, and long whiskers. The thin strap or line remained entwined in the tail as the strange figure worked its way down to the green ring on the blue hull. No comm channels pinged, but the strange being waved its two hands at the Earth sapient.

Sparky pressed the button on his comm to find other frequencies and found nothing but a strange static channel that sounded like hisses and pops of a fire crackling.

“Howdy,” Sparky said through the cracking static.

The static crackled again, stopped, and a chirping sound came through.

“Ah. Sunset, do you understand this?”

“No. I am not a universal translator,” Sunset barked. “What does the visitor look like?”

“Blue, furry, and sort of small,” Sparky said, scanning the strange sapient.

“That isn’t very helpful,” Sunset bayed.

Sparky watched as the nose and whiskers twitched. The chirping and clicking sounds increased for a moment and then paused. A spark ran down the whiskers, and the odd-looking sapient waved six overlong fingers on one hand at Sparky. The thin spidery fingers made Sparky blink. Their lengths were all different, and the long digit he’d seen from a distance was the middle finger and was hooked on the end, like a claw.

“Well, you don’t seem to understand English. Hmmm,” Sparky commented to himself.

“I understand it better than you,” Sunset dog-laughed back. “Since you only understand Texan.”

“I wasn’t talking to you, fleaball.”

Sparky cleared his throat and made an attempt at a friendly wave, and then spoke, enunciating carefully. “Howdy.”

The strange-looking face seemed to poof up and expand. All the hair stood on end and the number of little sparks flaring up and down the whiskers increased.

“I don’t think it liked that,” Sparky muttered.

“I’ll head over. No one can resist a Mini American Shepherd,” Sunset yipped. “We are just too cute.”

Sparky just grunted a reply and pointed at himself. “Sparky.”

The alien moved a left hand toward the human cowboy and closed all fingers except the long one. The comm chirped and chattered for a moment, generating, “Suuuu-Phaaaaaaku-Kiiiiii-kulick.”

Sparky shrugged and said, “Close enough.”

After a pause, the long-clawed digit rotated to indicate its owner. “Kuuuk-khaaa-click.”

Sparky listened hard and, in his turn, pointed at the alien. “KuKaClick,” he repeated.

The alien’s shoulders dipped downward momentarily, and a series of buzzes and chirps came from the comm unit.

Sparky laughed and remarked to Sunset, “I reckon we can mark that phrase down as ‘close enough.’”

With that, a “Cha-Cha-Cha—” came from the comm.

Both Sparky and the alien dissolved momentarily into mutual helpless laughter, to Sunset’s confusion.

As they recovered, Sparky held out a hand.

KuKaClick chirped at the hand momentarily. Then, a careful clawed hand grasped the Earth man’s hand. The two gloved appendages remained joined a moment. A friendly, if confusing, first contact.

“Well, we’re good friends now. Or married,” Sparky remarked.

Sunset woofed back indignantly, “But I wanted to give you away!”

KuKaClick gestured at the open access hatches on the bright yellow spaceship and chirped what had to be a question.

“That there electric cow,” Sparky began, pointing in the direction of the electrical disturbance with an octopoid shape, “shorted out something in our ship.” He ended with pointing back at the inert yellow mass.

KuKaClick pointed to the yellow ship, to Sparky, and then to a nearby space sheep, and back at Sparky.

“Yes, those are both mine and Sunset’s.”

KuKaClick pointed at the electric cow, moved to the open engine compartment, and pointed into it, and made what appeared to be a breaking motion, like when Sparky would break a branch to throw for Sunset, who still loved to retrieve sticks. A short burst of clicks and chirps followed.

An alien finger pointed at the green and blue ship and then at KuKaKlick, with more chirping. Then KuKaKlick aimed a finger at the electric cow. The finger turned to point at KuKaKlick. A sad, sounding chirp-click followed.

“So, that’s your runaway cow? And she shorted out my ship?” asked Sparky as he moved next to KuKaKlick and peered into the engine compartment. A moment later, the blue-tinted KuKaKlick was also examining the inert engine, faint blue sparks wandering back and forth along alien whiskers. KuKaKlick’s tail twitched as the pair of cowboys, for what else would you call a blue-tinted alien with an electric cow, stood companionably, occasionally poking at bits and pieces of the engine.

They were both distracted as Sunset arrived in a burst of jetwash.

“Sunset, how many times have I said—” started Sparky, turning to look at Sunset. A series of clacking noises overrode Sparky’s transmission. He turned back to the alien.

KuKaKlick was on the other side of the Yellow Rose of Texas from Sunset and Sparky. Inside the alien’s helmet, the two Earth sapients could see poofy, blue-tinted fur.

“KuKaKlick, it’s okay. This is Sunset. Sunset, this fine gentleman here is KukaKlick,” Sparky said in a soothing voice.

“SuhPahKii?”

Sparky pointed at himself. “Yes, Sparky.” He pointed at the Mini American, whose sad drooping ears could be seen in her helmet. “Sunset,” Sparky said slowly.

“Sorry, guys. I’m Sunset,” the Mini American contributed.

“Sahn-Suuu-Seeet,” chirped KuKaKlick over the comm.

“Close enough,” Sunset replied with a twitch of dog ears.

Sunset looked on in confusion while the two cowboys fell over as paroxysms of human laughter and alien “cha-cha-” filled the comm channel again.

After the laughter subsided, they stood. Sparky craned his neck and rubbed his face against a soft cloth mounted inside his helmet, drying the tears of laughter.

KuKaKlick reached a left hand through the alien helmet, revealing it to be an energy field, and wiped similar tears away.

“Well, I guess it’s time to actually figure out what’s going on here,” Sparky said. “I don’t know the math for how Yellow Rose here works, but I know how to fix her. Generally.” He unhooked a multimeter from his belt and began connecting it to various pieces of equipment.

KuKaKlick watched for a moment and retrieved a surprisingly similar device from a similar location.

The two cowboy mechanics spent a few minutes comparing readings on the two devices. The main problem seemed to be that while Sparky’s device used needles going from left to right, KukaKlick’s device read in the opposite direction.

They each looked at the other’s device. The human held his multimeter in his right hand. KuKaKlick’s multimeter was in the left. They both shrugged.

Sparky pointed at the main capacitor storage unit in the engine compartment. “This here battery is dead.” He pointed to the amperage reading on his multimeter and showed KuKaKlick where it should be.

KuKaKlick pointed to the spot on Sparky’s multimeter, making an interrogatory, “Chirrup?”

“Yessir, right there,” agreed Sparky.

KuKaKlick gently handed Sparky the alien multimeter and even more gently pried open Sparky’s fingers and took the Earth device. Two alien fingers were held in the air. “SahnSuuSeeet,” chirped KuKaKlick, who pointed at the alien ship.

KuKaKlick’s tail worked on the line attaching the alien suit to the green and blue ship. The alien moved toward the ship. “SahnSuuSeeet,” chirped KuKaKlick again.

“Sparky?” asked Sunset. “What should I do?”

“I think he wants you to go with him for a couple minutes. At least I hope so. A couple hours could be awkward. Go on.”

The two furred sapients moved off together, disappearing into the circular ship.

Two and a half minutes later, they reappeared. The blue alien moved to one end of the ball, opened a panel, and handed a dark blue line to Sunset. Both figures then returned to the Yellow Rose of Texas. This time, each trailed a line behind them.

“Sparky, I think this is a power transfer cable,” said Sunset. “KuKaKlick showed me the readings on the multimeter.”

The canine gently shook the line in her suit mouth to bring attention to the brown and neon pink markings where the line bifurcated at the end. “The brown end is positive. The pink end is negative.”

This time, all three beings clustered around the open engine compartment. Equipment was traded back to the original owners. After some judicious use of silvery duct tape, which appeared essential to both human and blue alien engine work, they had the cable attached to the correct components of the engine.

“I still don’t get your fascination with duct tape,” Sunset commented to both cowboys, as Sparky returned to the ship’s cockpit and initiated the start cycle.

A few minutes later, the familiar hum of power returned to the Yellow Rose.

Sparky exited the ship, which was open to space to make work easier, without needing to go through an airlock cycle. “Y’all come on in. We’ll rest and talk a while.”

KuKaKlick unhooked the power cable and one claw moved on a wrist panel. The cable gently withdrew toward the alien sphere.

Sunset closed the engine compartment and jetted gently towards the hatch, calling, “KuKaKlick!”

The blue alien leapt gracefully past the Mini American and grabbed a handhold awkwardly, keeping the long middle digit from becoming entangled in the handle. KuKaKlick transferred the ship line from tail to hand to a cleat near the airlock.

The three climbed into the Yellow Rose’s flight deck, which doubled as the ship’s airlock. Sparky latched the hatch shut, while Sunset moved to a panel and nosed a button.

The lighting, which had been a dull red, began edging toward a white-blue color. The three spacesuited figures slowly settled to the floor as the gravity system activated and gently ramped up to half Earth normal.

Sparky indicated a color-coded oxygen gauge on the wall. A line on the gauge moved upward, slowly changing the gauge from dark red to bright green. “When this is green, we can unsuit,” he told KuKaKlick. “‘Cept you might need to see if you can breathe our air.”

KuKaKlick responded with a soft, thoughtful clicking noise. The alien cowboy held up one wrist and indicated a puke green gauge, which was moving down, and turning a dull rust red. A soft “cha-cha-” came over the comm.

Sunset gave a snorting dog laugh. “Everything’s the same. But it’s also different.”

As each gauge settled into their respective versions of “safe” colors, the three unlikely figures removed their suits.

Sunset backed into a small alcove, docking her suit, which began recharging as the front clam-shelled open, allowing her to wriggle free. She stretched, her hind quarters raised up as she did a quick play bow, wiggling her tailess butt. Her face was the tri-color tan, black, and white mask of a collie, but her fur was shorter while still fluffy. She gave a wordless yip and rolled onto her back for a moment, before jumping almost as high as Sparky’s shoulder.

Sparky removed his suit, revealing typical Texan blue denim jeans and a yellow turtleneck. The suit went into a taller alcove. Calloused hands pulled a battered, brown cowboy hat from inside the suit and covered up his wavy red hair. He removed the equipment belt from his suit, including his Heavy Metal Amalgamated laser-sonic pistol, and hung it on a nearby hook.

KuKaKlick’s helmet disappeared with pop-fizz of ozone. Alien fingers peeled off the suit with a noise reminiscent of a metal zipper, but no zipper or metal were in evidence. The suit seemed to peel off like a second skin, thin and silver, revealing a gray-blue furred alien. KuKaKlick similarly reached into the discarded suit and plunked a purple cowboy hat onto a blue alien head. The hat was a little distorted but given their similar battered conditions, it was an unmistakable match for Sparky’s. KuKaKlick’s tail also took a belt from the suit, and hung it next to Sparky’s.

One alien hand rested on a long matte gray tubular device on the belt. “Kzzzzzzz-KOW,” said KuKaKlick.

A human chuckle responded. “I get it.” He pointed to his laser-sonic. “Weeee-POW.”

“Boys and their toys,” commented the Mini American.

The three companions walked to the back of the bridge, opened the airlock hatch there, and entered the crew area. They crowded around a small table, with Sunset sitting on a bench between the two bipedal cowboys.

Sparky reached into the cooler and brought out three cold aluminum cans, blue with a large yellow Texas Star on them. “They say this is the real National Beer of Texas, but I figure you’ll like it, too. The blue matches your fur, KuKaKlick.” He demonstrated opening the cans using his and Sunset’s as examples. As he poured Sunset’s beer into a bowl, he watched KuKaKlick work the pull tab on the third beer.

A small hairless alien nose on the end of a triangular face sniffed at the beer. KuKaKlick sneezed as a line of sparks ran to the ends of whiskers on each side of the nose. Reaching into a pocket, the deft claws placed what could only be a probe into the can. After reading the probe, KuKaKlick pulled a small bag with a screw-on top from another pocket and poured the beer into it.

Sunset and Sparky watched in astonishment as KuKaKlick flattened the can, and nibbled on one corner in obvious pleasure.

“That’s weirder than a dog drinking beer from a bowl,” said Sunset, her voice now coming from a fob on her pink collar. She bent her head to her bowl of beer.

The next few minutes were quiet.

Finally, Sparky had poured the last of Sunset’s beer for her and finished his own. He handed the empties to KuKaKlick, who crushed and ate them.

KuKaKlick then stretched long hands and pulled a small ceramic-looking disk out. Alien hands placed the disk on the table and tapped it.

A small image of an electric cow, in blue, sprang into being.

KuKaKlick pointed to the blue electric cow and made a happy hooting sound, holding long ears upright. A claw tapped the disk again.

The image remained that of an electric cow, but now in yellow.

KuKaKlick pointed to the yellow image and to where the yellow electric cow outside was tethered to an asteroid. A sound like a bagpipe mourning a great loss came from the alien’s mouth.

“So, a yellow electric cow is sickly. A blue electric cow is healthy?” asked Sparky.

“That’s way easier than figuring out if a space sheep is sick.” Sunset used one back leg to scratch under her chin.

“Sure is.”

Sparky pointed to each of the sapients, towards the flight deck, and towards the electric cow outside the ship. “Y’all wanna get outside and check out the electric cow?”

A chirp and yip answered him as his companions moved towards the flight deck.

A few minutes later, they stood around the tethered electric cow, KuKaKlick with the ship line again wrapped in a suited tail.

“I still don’t know why you call it a cow. It looks like an octopus or squid,” opined Sunset.

KuKaKlick took out the alien multimeter and connected it to the cow.

Laughing, Sunset looked over the alien’s shoulder. “That’s still easier than dealing with space sheep.”

Sparky just glared at Sunset, which was not particularly effective through a space helmet.

One claw pointed to the amps measurement, which KuKaKlick indicated was low. The alien pointed to another dial and indicated where that dial was supposed to be.

Borrowing the alien multimeter, Sparky pulled his electric-magneto prod from his belt and took turns adjusting it and measuring it with both tools.

Meanwhile, Sunset manipulated the controls of Sparky’s electric-lasso and removed it from the asteroid and the cow.

Sparky took his adjusted prod, hooked it to KuKaKlick’s multimeter, activated it, and showed the readings to the alien. “This here fix up your electric cow?”

Excited clicking and chirrups and “SuhPahKii!” came back to him over the comm. KuKaKlick accepted the returned alien multimeter.

Standing back and making sure Sunset and KuKaKlick were clear, Sparky carefully applied the charged prod to the nearest part of the electric cow. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but a spot of blue appeared under the prod and grew larger, the longer he held the prod to the electric cow.

Encouraging clicks and a hoot came over the comm.

Finally, the entire cow turned blue.

KuKaKlick made a short, sharp sound.

In response, Sparky turned off his prod.

The electric cow was not as large as it had been when it first arrived as an electrical storm, but both the creature and the sapient alien seemed as pleased as they were blue.

Slowly but building up speed, the electric cow started moving out of the plane of the elliptical.

“That’s why we haven’t met,” observed Sunset. “They live outside the elliptical. Wonder what they live and work on without planets or asteroids?”

KuKaKlick approached Sparky and held out a hand, which the Earth human grasped. Then KuKaKlick moved to where Sunset was magnetically latched to the iron-ore asteroid. Again, an alien hand was extended, from a bent-over form. Sunset made the traditional-with-humans “shaking paws” motion with her new friend.

Rising, KuKaKlick pointed at the disappearing electric cow, at KuKaKlick’s own spacesuited body, and back at the cow, chittering and clicking a few moments.

“I reckon you gotta get her home,” Sparky said. “Well, have a good trip and come back soon.”

The odd collection of three beings flew or climbed the line to the spherical ship. There, KuKaKlick removed a gray, human cowboy boot-sized box from the blue and green sphere and handed it to Sparky.

“Gosh. Thanks. I don’t have anything for you,” he said sadly.

KuKaKlick clicked and held up the pouch with the beer. “Cha-cha-”

Back in the Yellow Rose of Texas, Sparky had his cowboy hat back on and Sunset was relaxing on her back on the deck. KuKaKlick’s gift was in a closet, to be opened in celebration after the Livestock Show and Rodeo. They watched two dots on the scanner move away, now almost at the limit of what the scanner could follow.

The tele-comm gave a sudden squeak. Sparky hit a button and a familiar blue face in a purple cowboy hat looked out at them.

KuKaKlick chirped and tipped the purple hat.

Sparky laughed and tipped his hat in return, as they lost signal.

“What in the space sheep?” Sunset yipped as the alien’s ship faded into the distance.

“Just another day on the ranch,” Sparky muttered.

“We need a quieter ranch,” Sunset woofed as she curled up in the center of the room.

“No such thing. Get some rest. We have to move the herd tomorrow, or we really will miss the Rodeo this year.” Sparky sighed.

Sunset let out a little snore and drifted off to sleep as space sheep glided by the viewport, eating and leaving a trail of asteroid dust.


The Quick Brown Fox
James Copley


“Red, the heat exchangers are overloading again.” Gina’s voice crackled from the speaker, her message interspersed with snapping static caused by ground loops and shorts in the ancient and jury-rigged intercom system. Considering the ship’s age, it was surprising the intercom worked at all. One hundred seventy-two years of constant bombardment by cosmic radiation would cause problems for any electromagnetic-based equipment, let alone one based on copper wires and plastic insulation. The fox-kin captain sighed in exasperation.

The captain’s name was actually Lee Yǔtóng, which in English translated to “Red Rain Lee,” but he’d long since given up getting his engineer to call him anything but “Red”…and the rest of the crew, always quick to be in on a joke, had soon followed suit.

“Fine,” he replied, holding down the press-to-talk button. “We’ll kill the drive field, and I’ll be back there in a sec.”

Looking over at the pilot’s station, he ordered the young fox-kin helmsman to bring the N-space drive to idle while the engineer diagnosed the issue again. At least this time they were inbound to a potential repair station rather than outbound. They’d been very lucky to get back to planetary orbit without needing to call a rescue-and-recovery ship when the problem first cropped up. That was an expense they just couldn’t afford. Terran credits were worthless this far away from Orion’s Bridge. Everything would have to be paid for with commodities, of which they were currently in short supply after the last repair and resupply stop.

“Lieutenant, you have the conn,” Red told his XO as he unstrapped from the command chair. “Go ahead and power down anything non-critical and begin emission control procedures. We don’t want anyone knowing we’re coasting along here with no power. I’ll be in engineering.” Grabbing the rest of his morning coffee, he headed aft.

“I have the conn, aye, sir,” she replied. “Going dark.”
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“Any ideas, Gina?” he called out as he cycled through the airlock separating the engineering spaces from the rest of the ship.

“I’m guessing corrosion in the return lines again, Captain,” the otter-kin engineer’s voice replied from under the mass of tubes and heat sinks lining the port side of the compartment. They connected to a set of thin radiating vanes on the outside of the ship, where the heat buildup from the N-space drive was supposed to radiate out into the Deep Black. Without them, the whole ship would become a pressure cooker in short order.

“Hold on, I’ll be right there,” she grunted.

Sipping on his lukewarm coffee, he spotted a thick, well-muscled tail gently waving to and fro as the engineer squiggled back out from under the malfunctioning equipment. Slowly but surely, the rest of her body appeared: first her feet, then her legs and that cute little butt closely wrapped by her form-fitting shipsuit. Red paused a moment to admire the view.

Unlike the rest of the crew, Gina Lavoie was actually a civilian he’d hired three systems out from their home, a space station in stellar orbit around Tiānlángxīng, known in Western cultures as the star “Sirius.” A catastrophic failure had severely injured the ship’s original engineer. Luckily for Captain Lee and the Brown Fox, Gina had been stranded when a contract fell through, and was available to be hired on the tiny outpost they’d limped into. While not super thrilled to be on an entire ship full of fox-kin, after nearly a year in the black, she’d long since settled in. Their personal relationship was just a bonus.

“Crap!”

“What’s wrong, Gina?”

“I’m stuck,” came the muffled reply. “My suit got hooked on something, and I can’t see what it is. I’m afraid if I force it, it might rip.”

“You look just fine from where I’m standing,” he replied with a leer.

“Damnit, Red,” she growled. “Unless you want to sleep in the galley tonight, alone, you’re going to get me unhooked and pull me out from under here!”

“Sure thing, babe,” he chuckled, setting down his coffee as he reached down to free her tool harness from the protrusion it had gotten tangled up on. Gina gave a loud chirp of startlement as he suddenly yanked her out. She grumbled as he helped her to her feet.

“You’re on thin ice, bub…”

“I’m always on thin ice,” he smirked. “It’s what makes things interesting!”

Her eyes rolled in exasperation as she hefted the part she’d just extracted.

“Let me see if I can clean this out again. I’ll probably have an answer for you by lunch or so.” Seeing his half-full coffee cup, Gina snagged it and chugged the remainder in just a couple of swallows, handing him back the empty mug.

“Go do your magic, babe,” he chuckled.
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Just as he sat down for lunch, Gina showed up in the ship’s central dining area.

She slapped the corroded multi-port valve against his chest, holding it there until he grasped it.

“That’s our problem,” she said. “Worse, I don’t have a replacement. Jury-rigging something is going to take time. I can’t just weld up something like this from scrap. The tolerances are too tight, and without any titanium feedstock, I can’t print one, either.”

“Damn,” he mused as he examined the oxide deposits on the inside of the corroded part. “That’ll teach me to check the exact chemical composition of anything we buy locally.”

“Yep, me, too. I never should have let you buy that coolant without testing, but we were in such a rush to get out of there.” Gina plunked down next to him and reached over, stealing half of his sandwich. Red quickly rescued the other half before it, too, fell victim and took a bite.

“You can blame that on Ensign Fong,” he mumbled through a mouthful. “He’s the one that had to go gambling on a strange planet. Anything we can do in the meantime?”

Gina swallowed her first bite. “I have a bypass installed, but that only lets us use three of the ten radiators. It would limit us to twenty-five percent power. We’re basically in limp mode till we get to the planet, then hope they have some titanium feedstock that will work with the printer.”

“Why titanium?” he asked, gesturing at the old valve with the half-eaten sandwich. “This looks like it was just stainless steel.”

“Yep, and it’s less than three years old. It still looked brand new when we added that new coolant, two months ago. The chemical reaction that stuff had with our old coolant caused it all to start generating hydrogen ions, making it all really acidic. The inner sleeves on the pipes and vanes resisted the acid just fine, but these valves were not lined. The design is too complicated, which really means it’s too expensive to do it right.”

She paused. “I wonder if it was deliberate…like they expected us to stick around and would suddenly offer to replace our coolant system when it failed?”

“Possible, but that still doesn’t say why you need titanium.”

“Oh, I did a reaction test on one of the spare turbine blades we have for the air car. It holds up to the acid just fine. Three kilos of powdered titanium feedstock, plus three hundred grams of catalyst, and we can just print a new valve that can handle the acid. Faster and cheaper than flushing the coolant, running neutralizer through the whole system, then buying all new coolant.”

“Fair enough,” he admitted, taking another bite.

“CAPTAIN TO THE BRIDGE! I SAY AGAIN, CAPTAIN TO THE BRIDGE! We have company!” The XO’s voice blared from the mess hall speakers, and before the phrase had cut off, Red was out of his chair and heading out, the rest of his meal forgotten on the tray.

“Oooo! More sandwich!” Gina grinned.
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“Captain on the bridge!”

“I have the conn,” he acknowledged. “Sensors, what do ya got?”

“Two vessels, three point two light seconds out, converging vectors, acceleration on both at max,” the sensor officer reported. “They should pass within one hundred thousand kilometers. Closest approach in sixteen minutes.”

Red looked over and murmured quietly at the XO. “Emcon?”

“We’re still dark, sir,” she whispered back. “I doubt they’ll see us.”

“Getting a Terran drive signature on the lead vessel,” Sensors continued. “Probably Western Corporate by the mass readings I’m seeing…and confirmed: they’re Puppies. I have a match for a Kennel-class medium troop transport. Lots of those were converted to general cargo after the last war. Transponder reads as the Canis Majoris, out of Terra, owned by Wolf Limited.”

“What about the trailer?” Red asked. “I can’t see us finding Pharaohs this far core-ward.”

“No, sir, not Pharoah. If I had to guess, it’s a Crab ship, but I don’t have enough reference data to be sure.”

“Comms, are we intercepting anything from either ship?”

“Yes, sir.” The communications officer routed a transcript to Red’s screen. “Mostly demands to halt and prepare to be boarded from the trailer. The language used is computer-generated Galactic Common. The lead ship is not replying. I wonder what the Puppies did to piss them off.”

“No matter,” Red stated firmly as he uncaged the combat alert switch. “They’re not Terran. The only people allowed to terrorize Puppies and Kittens are Foxes.” Pressing the big red button brought the vessel to Condition One, and “Battle Stations” announcements echoed throughout the ship. The crew scrambled to their assigned locations.

“Weapons, spin up the spinal mass driver, three rounds, and bring the peashooters and point defense lasers to standby. Sensors, keep the lidar off, no need to let them know they’re being targeted. Helm, orient on target with muffled reaction thrusters, and keep the drive field off.”

The bridge officers sprang into action.

“Supercapacitors are charging, Captain,” the weapons officer reported. “Three-round burst will be ready in three point six minutes.”

“Right.” Red examined the plotting screen in front of him as the galactic ship slowly closed down to knife-fighting range of the Puppies’ ship. Helm and Weapons reported back as soon as they were ready.

“Sensors, any changes?”

“No, sir.”

“Weapons, do you have a firing solution and a time to target?”

“Best launch window in forty-five seconds to intercept, sir,” the fox-kin officer replied. “Tee-Tee-Tee is going to be 132 seconds, thump to bang.”

Red paused to verify all the data on his screens. This would be a really long shot, but if they weren’t detected on launch, they had a good chance of putting a rod into the chaser without being targeted themselves. Everything looked good.

“Weapons, fire as you bear. Bring all secondary weapons and active tracking online when we are five seconds to predicted impact. Helm, we’ll only have twenty-five percent power constant, so use seventy percent power for fifteen seconds, then drop back so we don’t overstrain the heat exchangers. Bring up the drive at the same time as the rest and set a course for intercept. XO, monitor heat levels, please, and be ready with damage control. Let me get a read back on all of that.”

“Weapons to fire as I bear, aye. Bring secondaries fully online five seconds out from bang, aye!” The weapons officer’s lips curled back in a vicious grin as he confirmed his orders.

“Sensors to bring lidar up at five seconds to bang, aye,” the sensor operator replied, rolling his eyes at his friend’s antics.

“Helm to bring the drive to seventy percent for fifteen seconds, then twenty-five percent constant, starting at five seconds to bang, aye,” the youngest member of the bridge crew replied. “Set best intercept, aye.”

The XO looked back calmly. “XO to monitor heat exchangers, aye. Manage DAMCON, aye.”

Red looked over his bridge crew one last time.

“Execute!”

[image: image-placeholder]

Mass drivers had come a long way since the days of electromagnetic railguns at the beginning of the Human Space Age. Acceleration was no longer applied with magnets, electric or otherwise. Instead, very short-lived grav-drive fields were used, powered by supercapacitors which could transfer enough energy to push a small rod a quarter the size of a pencil eraser made from ten grams of tungsten at greater than 800,000 meters per second, or zero-point-two-six percent of the speed of light, relative velocity. At that speed, very little mass was needed to ruin just about anyone’s day.

But you had to actually hit your target. If they knew you were shooting at them, you had to be really close to have a good chance of that.

The three tiny projectiles left the muzzle of the mass driver at well over 800 kilometers per second, separated by mere microseconds. To the crew of the Brown Fox, the sound was a muffled thump which they could actually feel through their feet as the shock mounts of the mass driver shivered from dispersing the massive amount of recoil generated by the grav-fields.

The bang was assumed.

The movement of the ship, even reduced as much as it was, was still plenty enough to spread the shots out across the projected path. They formed roughly along the lateral line of travel for the target. Only time would tell if they’d been aimed correctly.

Range to target was immense for a shot like this, but the Crab ship had maintained a constant acceleration the entire time it had been in range of the Brown Fox’s sensors. And unlike lasers which tended to attenuate after a couple thousand miles, mass drivers didn’t have a maximum range. Being predictable in a space battle was usually a death sentence. Because Isaac Newton is an asshole like that.

Anything that missed would have enough relative velocity to completely clear the system, so technically they weren’t leaving any junk flying around, and it wasn’t like there was anything important out there in interstellar space, anyway.

And they very nearly did miss with all three shots.

Normally, a “near-miss” was irrelevant. You either hit the target or you didn’t. The amount of energy involved in any significant impact was the equivalent of a fifty-five kiloton nuclear explosion, generally enough to render any unshielded and unarmored target into so much plasma, regardless of where on the ship it impacted. As the old saying went, “‘Fractional c’ projectiles don’t ricochet.”

However, if the mass that they impact is significantly less than that needed to stop the projectile, what you can get is “shearing.”

The very front of the Crab ship, which was designed to never enter a planetary atmosphere, had a very thin antenna mounted forward. It was only six millimeters thick at the point of impact and was constructed mostly of lightweight aluminum alloy.

The center projectile intersected the antenna two-thirds of the way up from its base. The aluminum immediately flashed to plasma along with a microscopic amount of the tungsten projectile. However, in terms of transferred kinetic energy, it was a mere love-tap. Surprisingly little mechanical energy was transferred to the main hull of the ship, only causing an initial slew of fourteen degrees. While the ions from the mere point six grams of aluminum converted to plasma was more than enough to blind the Crab ship’s sensors which were just now registering the presence of a new player, it was nowhere near enough to disable it.

Thankfully, the alien commander’s courage was far more fragile than their ship’s hull.
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Aboard the Ikag’g-crewed Light Merchant Cruiser Cglemtkamsehfuljausora (Strong-Punch-Hard-Shell), things were proceeding fairly predictably. Known by their Terran prey as “Crabs,” the Ikag’g were, more than anything else, ambush predators and scavengers. Their usual method of operation was “repair scams,” where they would offer a “fix” for certain ship systems, the resources for which they held sole access to in various backwater locations. In this case, it was just too tempting a target. A brand-new race, calling themselves “Terrans,” with no associations or militaries to provide backup or reinforcement, and they were asking for the one resource the local branch of the Ikag’g cartel had a lock on…coolant.

Manipulating events on the resupply station to ensure their target took the contaminated product was easy for such an experienced crew of “breakers.” Then they’d tracked the Terran ship with its sabotaged coolant to this system, knowing that there was little chance of their prey making it any further with the damage they’d inflicted on the Terran propulsion system. They’d drifted silently at the wormhole for six hours, not realizing their prey had already transited and was now coasting along towards the inner system planets.

Suddenly they’d had yet another Terran ship translate from the wormhole right in front of them. Of course, it wouldn’t do to have this new ship alerting their prey. The Terran ship’s shields were no match for the Crabs’ short-range plasma cannon, and a single volley was enough to wreck the long-range communications arrays on the new player. The Terran drive system on this new ship, however, was not found nearly as wanting, as it quickly shot away. Only the slight field strength advantage the Crabs had by shunting power from their own long-range sensors even made interception a possibility. The confrontation was finally coming to a head as they closed on their newest target. But they forgot the first cardinal rule of combat.

The Demon Murphy always casts a vote.

“Moqu semgusg, voulot mymogi chloo nulp motugybo gquomgi gqueh!” the sensor operator called as their original target, the sabotaged Terran ship Cnurakeekserelojjet (Small-Poop-Colored-Dog), suddenly appeared on the main plotting display. No one really had any time to react. Less than four seconds later, a sharp bang was heard at the bow. The whole vessel vibrated from the plasma shockwave, and its course skewed away from the new sensor contact.

A split second after that, all external sensors went dark from the ionic overload. “Hlusgyemur S kledosgyroc! Usool cglypo helquulja!” came the shrieked update from a thoroughly startled weapons operator as the shields failed, as well. They’d been rendered completely naked in less than a second.

The Crab captain’s eyestalks flew wide in surprise. “Legugo mymogi jotulooc umja hara chlacg!

“Yg’c u gluk!” the Captain shouted.

The last phrase would have been immediately recognizable to any Terran familiar with the classic video entertainment of their homeworld, no matter what language it was shouted in, had it been spoken by a Mon Calamari Admiral. This was awfully close.

(“IT’S A TRAP!”)
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“Sheer impact on the bow of the Crab ship, sir!” the fox-kin sensor operator reported.

“Damnit, so close!” Weapons complained. “Their shields are down, but no damage to drive fields or hull. We must have hit some lightweight peripheral. Next salvo ready in forty seconds, Captain.”

“Hold for now,” he replied. “Let’s see what they do.”

Seconds later, it was apparent the Crab ship was retreating. It continued the slew imparted by the impact, pointed its nose directly away from the Brown Fox and continued full thrust, presenting as small of a target as possible while juking slightly in random directions. Backup shields could be seen flickering to life around critical components.

“Comms, turn on our transponder and try to contact the Puppy captain. Let me know when he answers. Sensors and Weapons, keep tracking ‘Crusty’ there. Make sure he completely un-asses the area and watch for him to drop sensor buoys. If he does, blind them with the point defense lasers. I’m not feeling too friendly right now.”

“Aye, sir.”
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“Thank you for the invite, Captain Jones.” Red held the chair for Gina as she sat down at the officer’s mess table aboard the Canis Majoris, where they had been invited to dine by a grateful captain.

“No, it’s we who should be thanking you, Captain Lee.” The human captain of the Canid crewed ship waved at a white coated steward, signaling for drinks. “Without you scaring them off, I’m not entirely sure what would have happened. They caught us flat-footed right out of the warp point. There was no way to get turned around in time to get our mains into play, and our point defense wasn’t going to get through their shields without the mains.”

“We Terrans need to look out for each other. It’s a fox-eat-fox galaxy out here, you know,” Red quipped as he accepted the fine crystal brandy snifter from the steward’s tray, trying to ignore the Labrador’s stiff posture.

“Thank you, Pack-Third,” he murmured quietly to the steward, observing a slight relaxation from the Canid crewman. Red wondered to himself just how strained the morale of this crew was, running with all Canid crew but a Human captain. It was obvious to his well-trained eye that this Captain did not hold dominance over the Crew-Pack. This, in itself, was fairly common.

To compensate for this, most Terran Navy ships had at least a Canid executive officer to handle pack-dominance matters, even if he was not the Crew-Alpha himself. Of course, this wasn’t a Terran Navy ship anymore. Based on the introductions when he boarded, he doubted there even was an official Crew-Alpha, as he had not been introduced to one, which would have been a severe breach of etiquette on most Anthro-crewed ships. The Crew-Alpha normally held nearly as much status as the Captain. Thankfully, being an (almost) fully Vulpine crew meant the Brown Fox didn’t have to deal with a Crew-Pack, as such.

He continued to ponder the situation as they dined. Because the Canis Majoris hailed directly from Terra itself, their galley boasted many foodstuffs that Red hadn’t smelled or tasted since he was just a kit, growing up near Old Taiwan. Even freeze-dried, the steak would have cost close to a month’s wages for a rated crewman. Wolf Limited was apparently sparing no expense for this particular trip.

Everything began to slow down a bit, devolving into after-dinner chit-chat as everyone finished their meals and the stewards began to clear the table. Most of the conversation tended to be small talk or port stories. Of considerable interest to Red was the news that the Crab ship had originated from the same port as the contaminated coolant. The Puppy ship had, as a matter of policy, requested and recorded the transit records for each wormhole they’d come across, and it was clearly apparent to Red that the Crab ship had followed them starting at that particular station.

Keeping his mouth shut about the sabotage had just become a really wise decision. He glanced over at Gina, who was talking animatedly with one of the Puppy’s junior Engineers, who, if Red was reading the body language correctly, was the unofficial Crew-Alpha, even if the Human captain refused to acknowledge him officially.

Red stiffened in anxiety as Gina rose from the table and almost dragged the hapless engineer out of the hatch leading towards the crew quarters. Catcalls followed them as some of the crew cheered, with jeers coming from several more jealous mouths. The Human captain didn’t do either, but Red could tell he had a low opinion of it. He’d seen the same pinched-mouth expression a decade ago, when he and his human primary flight instructor had been forced to dock in the red-light district of the station due to an in-flight emergency. Humans are so weird about sex, he mused. It must have something to do with that whole “marriage” concept so many of them insist on. Thank God we anthros don’t use it.

As much as it irked him personally for her to flirt so blatantly, he didn’t have any kind of leverage to prevent it. It wasn’t like they were, or could ever be, mated, and if she suddenly decided to terminate her crew contract, he had no reasonable argument against it. She was a hot little otter-kin female, and she knew it. Taking advantage of it was second nature, he figured. A crew this far out from home would probably be ecstatic to have her onboard, just for the morale boost of having such an exotic-looking anthro to look at, regardless of her skills as an engineer. Not to mention, as he was personally very aware of, her flexibility was a thing of legend. The crewman being an Alpha was probably a heck of an aphrodisiac. And there is a reason that a group of otter-kin is called a “romp.” He sighed inwardly.

At some hidden signal, the rest of the crew smoothly vacated the officer’s mess, leaving the two captains to converse privately. Red was glad he’d switched his nearly full brandy for Gina’s empty one halfway through the meal. Fox-kin famously didn’t have much of an alcohol tolerance, and he hoped the subterfuge was enough to cause the Human to underestimate him.

“My apologies for my engineer’s indiscretion,” he started.

“They’re civilians,” Jones started. “No discipline…” The grimace was only present for an instant before it disappeared.

The reply was relatively astute, almost causing Red to reconsider his earlier evaluation of the Canid crew and their captain…and then the human reverted right back to type.

“…and then there’s that whole pack-crap they tried to foist off on me. There’s absolutely no way an Engineer’s Mate Third Class should have a position like that.”

Red struggled to keep his face completely clear of emotion, even though he now suspected the man in front of him had almost no ability to read any anthro’s facial expressions or postures. He really wanted to not show any nervousness in front of this man.

“I understand. We Vulpix don’t have the same hardwired instincts, of course, and my crew, other than my Engineer, are all fox-kin.” Red tried hard to not fidget with the little dessert spoon that was left in front of him. It was time to see if he could gather some intelligence. “So what brings you out this far, anyway?”

“Oh.” The man perked up. “That was my idea, actually. I figured if we could get out here first, we could establish trade agreements with other merchant groups and such. There’s got to be something that we have back on Terra that these people would want, so I just filled the cargo holds with a little bit of everything. Every place we come to, we rent some store frontage and put out samples. If we get any interest, we try negotiating for an exclusive delivery contract.” The man shook his head sadly.

“Not many takers this far out, but I hope the next major hub will bear fruit.”

Red contemplated the business plan. As a business plan, it sucked. As a cover for intelligence gathering, it sucked much less. He had only one question at that point. What was reality? he silently asked himself.

Red’s own plan, which had worked out quite well so far, was to race ahead of other Terran ships, selling basic navigation data for the Terran-explored parts of Orion’s Bridge. Not military data, of course. This data had a very short shelf life, because not many sophonts immediately realized its value, having traveled the same boring routes for thousands of years. Most star-faring ships automatically traded minor astrogation data for free as a matter of course, since they were only tiny updates showing gradual changes.

What Red was providing was the basic data for nearly two-thirds of the entire Orion arm of the galaxy. It rarely took the fox-kin captain long to convince a local trading house to pay for the privilege of downloading the Brown Fox’s wormhole maps. Sure, they could make their own maps from telescope data, but they couldn’t determine the actual wormhole maps that stretched from start to star, allowing someone, if they had this economic data, to plan a profitable trip into the Terran sphere of influence. Even though the economic data was sold at a much higher price and was heavily edited to conceal much of the Chinese Trade Guild’s advantages, he’d yet to have any problems getting the trading houses to pay for the add-on.

Which, Red realized, was probably the biggest reason Captain Jones’s attempt to get delivery contracts was failing, since his targets already had a basic idea of what was being offered where and wouldn’t need to rely on a local shipper.

Red always delayed the download until they were about to undock. Rinse and repeat, as long as he could out-race other ships to the next system. Add to that the economic data they were collecting just by passing through, and by the time they got back to Tiānlángxīng, they would be able to sell the data for hundreds of millions, perhaps even a billion credits. The entire crew would be rich, just from the shares.

But there was a catch. He had to stay ahead of everyone. He’d yet to see any other Terran ships selling their nav data, and he really didn’t want to have to compete directly with another ship, especially a Terran one. Puppies were rivals, not enemies. As for this particular Puppy ship, he had no doubt that this Human captain, if he realized what they were doing, would have no compunctions against cutting the Brown Fox from its revenue stream, because that’s what rivals did.

“What about you, Captain Lee?”

“Much the same general idea, actually,” he answered carefully. “But we’re just scouting. Nothing but fungible commodities like metals and ceramics in the holds. The guild wanted to know what was out here, so they sponsored us. Of course, we have to get home to get paid.”

“Ah, so no contracts, then?” Jones asked, satisfaction nearly dripping from his smug grin.

“Not as such,” Red replied with perfect honesty. “I truly doubt we could even enforce a contract this far out from our base of power. It’s not like we could go to the local cops if we get scammed. Is there even a Better Business Bureau out here?” he joked.

“True, but that should change as soon as we stop having to deal with the Pharaohs closer to home. My father already has plans to send protected convoys in this direction as soon as we have a cargo list.”

Red immediately dampened his internal glee at the little bit of intelligence the man had just inadvertently dropped. Jones was probably trying to brag about how important his father was, and by extension, how important he was. Red had seen it time and again. Little did the man realize the leverage and freedom of action it provided his fox-kin competitor.

The hard truth was, having a powerful father only mattered where said father had influence over the authorities. Those authorities were literally light-years away. Not that Red wished upon the man any actual physical harm.

A lesser truth, and one which Red hoped to exploit, was that people with powerful families also had a safety net. If Captain Jones were to become stranded or in minor trouble with local authorities, a single communication sent back to Terra would undoubtedly result in a rescue mission of some sort, be it mercenary, military, or economic in nature.

Now it all hinged on a certain otter-kin engineer, whom he hoped was still on contract.

“So,” he began. “There is something you could do for us, if you wouldn’t mind. We have a design flaw in our cooling system that has caused us some trouble…”
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He was beginning to worry that he’d lost his engineer to a Canid Alpha. He’d not seen her for hours. No messages, nothing. The captain of the Canis Majoris had been happy to provide not only the raw materials, but also the catalyst and printer time to manufacture the replacement valve that they needed on the Brown Fox. However, Red’s secondary scheme looked to be a bust. There had been no way to get a message to Gina without someone overhearing, and it looked like she wasn’t going to be rejoining him at all.

Bidding farewell to the Human captain, he turned to board the small shuttle that would carry him back to the Brown Fox, the finished and gifted valve set tucked under one arm. He was fairly sure he and his engineer’s apprentice could figure out how to get the damned thing back on, but it wouldn’t be easy. It would probably signal the end of their foray into the deep dark. He was not at all confident enough of his own engineering skills to be haring off into the unknown. They would probably have to start heading back home. There was no way they’d be able to stay ahead of the Canis Majoris without a huge headstart, and he’d not come up with a way to delay Captain Jones for more than a couple of days, although he suspected he did manage to convince the captain that they were planning to make port at the planet for crew rest and repairs.

Had they still retained Gina as their engineer, he would have had no such intention. All they really needed was that single valve set, and they were good for another three jumps, if they didn’t waste time and fuel going in-system. That would have put him at least a week ahead of Captain Jones, but he doubted it would be enough to lose him. And as soon as the man figured out he’d been out-foxed, he’d likely give chase, if only to figure out what Red was making all of his money with.

The airlock began to cycle as he strapped into the crew seat. His head jerked up at a familiar voice. He slapped the emergency stop on the hatch.

“WAIT! Coming through, make a hole! Hey! Hands off! …Oh, hi, sir! Umm, excuse me, please.”

A completely nude Gina Lavoie slipped in the hatch, holding her rumpled shipsuit in front of her like a fabric shield against the prying eyes of the crew gathered around the hatch. As soon as she cleared the hatch opening, she reset the emergency stop, allowing the hatch to resume sealing. She slumped carefully into an open crew seat with a whoosh of fabric and a sigh of relief.

She looked worn out, stiff, and was sitting like her hindquarters were bothering her. Red raised a furry eyebrow as she quickly donned her shipsuit, apparently unfazed at her state of undress. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen her naked before, but the curiosity was killing him. This wasn’t their shuttle, though, so he planned to wait until they got back to their ship before trying to unravel that Gordian Knot. As she closed the last fastener, she turned towards him, giving him the subtlest of winks.

“Had fun, did you?”

Her only reply was to stick out a sassy tongue, followed by an impudent grin.
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The airlock leading to the ship’s engineering spaces slid shut with a clunk.

“All right, Sunshine, what’s got you all bright and shiny that you refused to talk to me until we got in here?”

“First, I have to know that you’re not going to head in-system, now that we have a replacement valve,” she said with a smirk.

“Now that you’re back on board, no. We’re going to try to get as far ahead of the Puppies as we can.”

“Good! That means I don’t have to go back!”

“What?”

The otter-kin engineer turned away and began to open her shipsuit. They’d never “christened” the engine room, as she liked to call it, but for some reason, he didn’t think today was going to be the occasion for that particular achievement, either. Once there was enough room, she reached her hand down into the suit, fumbling around the junction between the legs and the torso. With a soft curse, she finally withdrew a grayish-colored cylinder.

Red stared at her, aghast.

“Do I want to know where you had that?”

“Probably not.”

“Okay, so it looks like a really big capacitor,” he stated. “But I’m absolutely sure you wouldn’t be dumb enough to steal something from a critical system that would kill them. And I’m doubly sure you wouldn’t steal something so easily replaced like a simple capacitor that would just piss them off.

“So what is it?”

She grinned like a loon.

“It actually is a capacitor,” she answered as she grabbed a rag and wiped down the cylinder. “But it’s a special one. As is this resistor.” She reached up into her braided hair, pulling free the small, plastic-coated circle. Placing both on the workbench, she zipped up her suit and turned back towards the captain. Her body language had completely changed, and she was no longer smiling.

“Did you know I worked at Exo-Planeta Shipyards at Wolf-359?” she finally asked, her face somber. “I contracted to do conversions on Kennel-class troop transports for ARP-Interstellar. They wanted a fleet of fast general-cargo ships. I specialized in water reclamation systems. It was a crap contract; we were treated like shit. The contract manager was blackmailing the safety supervisor to ignore stuff they were doing to speed up production, and some contractors even died. I left as soon as I could.”

Red nodded as he remembered his sensor officer mentioning a similar bit of data during the intercept, but was unsure where she was going with the story.

“I used a loophole to break the contract, personally reported his ass to the Trade Commission, and headed out-system. I hoped that would be the last I saw of that company. Instead, they blacklisted me. I was working as a janitor on Phoebe Station when the news came out that ARP was caught doing some shady deals and went bankrupt. I celebrated. It was that bad.”

“Okay, but what does that have to do with anything out here?”

“You want to guess who the bigoted, racist, anthro-phobic, asshole contract manager was for ARP? I’ll give you a hint, it’s the same one that used his family’s money to buy up what was left of ARP and start a new company called Wolf Limited. And his son is the spitting image of him.”

Red got a sinking feeling.

“Arthur Pendleton Jones, the Second,” she snarled. “I knew exactly who that little stain was related to as soon as I saw him. His daddy is also the one that got my contract pulled in the system you hired me in. Found that out just before you contacted me.”

“Ouch,” Red murmured.

“Didn’t you wonder why I was so eager to sign up?”

“I honestly was in too much of a bind to ask many questions, at that point,” he admitted. “And it never really came up, later. What about the capacitor and the resistor? I’m not all that eager to kill the man’s crew, no matter how evil his dad is.”

She waved her hand in dismissal. “Don’t worry, it’s just the capacitor that jumpstarts the ionic transfer grid in their water purifier.”

Red quirked his head to the side in confusion. “Won’t the sensors report that it’s missing or inoperative?”

“Not without this little resistor that regulates the sensor return voltage. And that little bit of hardware isn’t monitored by anything but a physical inspection because it never breaks. Their Chief Engineer is a bit lazy, and so caught up in not being the Alpha, he barely even looks at the work orders. It all gets handled by the Engineering Second, who is really good friends with the Engineering Third, who I’m sure you noticed, is the actual Crew-Alpha, who is so caught up in being unacknowledged as the Crew-Alpha that he never double-checks the Second’s work.

“Finally,” she said, almost out of breath as she counted off the engineering malpractices. “I don’t care how new their purification system is, if they go for a week without fixing it, the gunk will calcify inside their filter medium, and they’ll never get more than ten percent capacity out of the water purifier without a full rebuild. It won’t kill them, or even hurt them, but they won’t be able to go further than a single jump at a time without running out of clean water.”

“So, how did you do this without the Alpha finding out?”

“I didn’t. He hates the captain nearly as much as I hate the guy’s father, for apparently much the same reason. Well…” She paused mischievously. “And I gave him some stress relief.”

Red began to grin.

“Let’s get that valve installed and get out of here. I never figured an otter could be such a Fox!”

Gina returned the grin, tweaking his ear playfully.

“Yes, let’s!”


Homecoming
Kelly Grayson


Iwake with the sunlight on my face and my mount gently prodding me in the side, just as he always does. Rosy—short for Rozinante—has his own internal clock, and he figures when he wakes up, I should, too. Since he weighs 700 kilos and I weigh eighty-five, I listen.

I yawn and stretch, reluctant to leave my warm nest so soon. In the depression I’ve scraped for myself, coals from last night’s fire still radiate a bit of warmth through the layer of soil beneath me. My cocoon of blanket and warm ground is comfortable and inviting, but outside that cocoon, frost has covered the grass, and a skim of ice lies over the top of Rosy’s water bucket.

I lie quietly, listening to the sounds of the herd as the world comes to life around me, ears alert to anything out of the norm. I hear nothing but the low hum and occasional burbles of a contented herd of beasts, and a rich baritone singing softly.

Rosy impatiently prods me again and then tries his go-to move, standing over me and breathing in my face. He whuffles gently, and I catch of blast of fermented grass stench straight up the nostrils. I gag and recoil, scooting from under my blankets just as Rosy intended.

“All right, I’m up,” I grumble good-naturedly, rolling out of bed and pulling on my boots and coat. My breath forms a plume in the cold morning air, and I stamp my feet and stretch again, working out the knots gained from sleeping on the ground. No matter how careful you are in preparing your bedding, it always seems like a rock seems to work its way out of the ground directly under the nearest bony prominence. This morning, it’s my right hip.

I break the skim of ice over Rosy’s water bucket, and he greedily plunges his nose into it, drinking deeply. While he’s otherwise occupied, I check his feet—all six of them—for injuries. Rosy’s a sturdy mount, but it wouldn’t do for my horse to come up lame, not out here. I have four other mounts in my remuda, but Rosy is my favorite. He’s dependable and doesn’t spook easily, and it’s nice to mount up in the morning without a damn fight to do it.

I throw my saddle on him and tighten the cinch, feeling him blow up as he always does. I sigh in resignation, and prod him hard in the belly with my knee. Rosy explosively exhales and I tighten the cinch another couple of notches, and he looks back at me with a wounded expression.

“You try that move every morning,” I murmur to him as I scratch between his ears, “and it never works. I wonder if horses on old Earth were as ornery as you. What do you think?”

My mount gives no answer, but if a sequus is capable of looking indignant, Rosy does. I fish a handful of sugar cubes from my saddlebags and offer him a few. “Peace offering,” I tell him as he munches hungrily. “We friends again?”

Rosy signals his forgiveness my nuzzling me and pressing his head gently against my chest, whickering softly. The sugar cubes will ferment in his second stomach, keeping him placid for most of the day. A happy, half-drunk sequus is an easy-to-ride sequus.

I mount and swing wide to the east of the herd, into the rising sun, cantering easily for several kilometers. It’s a big herd.

I crest a low rise and rein Rosy in, turning to look back at the herd, the sun at my back, bathing the countryside in a gentle glow. From my vantage point, I can see to the horizon. Below me mills my job: a herd of five thousand, fifteen hands to work them, our line camp, and our chuckwagon. I’m the foreman, responsible for all of it.

My name is Tyrel Sackett, and I’m a nerf herder.
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Of course, Tyrel Sackett isn’t my real name. The name I was assigned at birth is Dartmouth 8-4620: Dartmouth from the ancient Earth college that hosted my original cloning program, maternal cell line eight, clone number 4,620 from that line.

I was incubated on a space station called Dormus 12, an orbiting city of 50,000 people. There were originally thirty Dormus stations, launched from old Earth in the year 2215, when it became apparent to the world’s governments that our planet’s natural resources were dwindling and could no longer sustain our planet’s burgeoning population. The natural remedies for overpopulation—war, famine, disease—were no longer able to keep our species in check. We spread like locusts, consuming everything in sight, until there was nothing left.

And when it became apparent that we couldn’t survive, that swarm of human locusts spread into surrounding galaxies to seek new worlds to consume. I’m not sure how I feel about that. I’ve never actually seen a locust, but in the ancient Bible, they were considered a plague.

Maybe humans are, too.

Clones don’t have it easy on a space station. Birthrates began to dwindle in our population, sterility became increasingly common, and the gene pool of non-sterile humans became alarmingly shallow. Even then, the station governors turned to cloning as a last resort. People resent us, treat us as second-class citizens. Not overtly, mind you, but there is an undercurrent of disdain that is unmistakable.

People just don’t like clones.

Having a number instead of a name doesn’t help. It’s dehumanizing. So when I was assigned planetside, I took my own name from a historical figure of the old West. His was a famous family in nineteenth century Earth, as chronicled by the preeminent historian of the time: Louis L’Amour.

Out here, on the frontier of Earth 212, I’m not 4620. I’m Tyrel, or simply Tye. The same goes for my crew. We’re all clones, carefully selected from different cell lines so we don’t resemble each other. My guys caught their love of history from me, I suppose, and they all mimicked me and took historical names when they came planetside.

There’s Conagher, Orrin, Tell, Parmalee, Bendigo, Galloway, Talon, Jubal, Fallon, Logan, Chick, Kilkenny, Owen, and Mac. We don’t bother much with last names out here on Earth 212, and nobody cares much, anyway. You are who you say you are out here, and a man’s skills and his character matter more than his family name. There’s still a stigma attached to being a clone, however, but nobody here knows we’re clones.

That’s the whole point of us taking this assignment.

They designated this planet Earth 212, but I have no idea how many there are, or for that matter, how many Dormus stations still exist. This galaxy holds two—Dormus 11 and Dormus 12—but we haven’t had any communication from the other Dormus stations in two generations. We don’t know whether they’ve all perished, or intergalactic communication being what it is, they’ve sent comm pulses that just haven’t reached us yet.

The Dormus stations in this galaxy have managed to terraform eight planets, each of them roughly Earth-sized, to make them habitable for humans. The terraformers themselves are remarkable machines—they have on-board fusion reactors, but they are designed to operate on geothermal power. Our planetary probes mark likely places where the planet’s crust is thinnest as likely sites for a terraforming station, and they send a crew planetside to erect the giant machines. There are four terraformers on Earth 212: one at each pole, and two at opposite ends of the major Western mountain range. The first communities on this planet sprang up around the terraformers, and as the atmosphere became more stable, people started to spread out.

Terraforming is not a simple process; it takes roughly sixty years to accomplish. Terraforming Earth 212 began seventy years before I was incubated. I’m thirty-four years old in Earth years, which I found ludicrous once I was old enough to understand it. Everybody on Dormus 12 was born there; they have no memory or concept for what an Earth day is. There is no night or day, except what we make artificially to keep our Circadian rhythms balanced. There is no solar orbit to mark the years, no sunrise or sunset to mark the days. There’s only a digital readout of the time, and the lights dim in the residential zones at 7:00 pm.

Here on Earth 212, a solar orbit takes 412 days, and a day is twenty-one hours. The math makes my head hurt, and it doesn’t matter, anyway. You work when the sun is up, and you sleep when the sun is down…with one eye open. This planet has its predators, too.

Terraforming Earth 212 had some interesting unforeseen effects. The increasing oxygen content of the atmosphere gave rise to megafauna, a phenomenon the scientists tell me also happened in prehistoric times on ancient Earth.

In the case of Earth 212, the two largest species—the nerfs and the sequus—increased in size dramatically over the past hundred years.

We discovered early on that the sequus can be domesticated. Intelligent, regal animals, they band together in small breeding herds ruled by a dominant male. The males collect a harem of females, and the male offspring usually stay with the herd until they challenge the leader for supremacy. If they win, they take over the herd. If they lose, they’ll usually leave and take what few females they can entice to leave with them and start their own band.

Nerfs have six legs, like all the major fauna on this planet. A female will weigh about 650 kilos, whereas a big male can weigh 1,000. Nerfs are generally dim-witted herbivores that travel in large herds, and they are an excellent source of protein. There’s nothing like a good nerf sirloin grilled over an open fire, let me tell you.

The problem is, both nerfs and sequus are ultra-sensitive to electromagnetic radiation. When alarmed, and even a low-energy comm pulse can do it, they give off an acrid musk that taints the meat, making it inedible. The scientists theorize that as they evolved under an ozone layer generated by the terraformers, they lost their resistance to solar radiation, and their natural defenses against predators evolved into the ammonia stink they give off today.

Whatever the case, you can’t eat meat from a riled-up nerf, and you damn sure don’t want to be downwind from a herd of them. The sequus aren’t quite as bad, but if you’re riding one, their sweat will bleach the inner thighs of your trousers, and even placid mounts like Rosy can become unmanageable.

So the rule is no electronic gadgets planetside. The terraforming communities and spaceports have to shut down all electronics when we bring a herd in to the stockyards. Once all the animals are slaughtered and packaged for transport to Dormus 12, things ramp back up. It’s a big inconvenience, but people don’t seem to mind that much. Nerfs are the primary source of protein for most of these people, and even more so for Dormus 12.

The nutrisynth machines on Dormus 12 ran out of raw materials eight years ago. People are starving.
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“How’s the herd?” I ask quietly of the night guard, Conagher. He’s got one leg looped over his saddle horn, and his mount has his head down, asleep. Conagher doesn’t look far behind him.

“Quiet, for the most part,” he yawns. “Had a pack of lupine sniffing around the fringe last night about three hours after sunset, but they ran off before I could get a shot.”

“Probably best you didn’t,” I grunt. “Wouldn’t want to spook ‘em.”

“A happy nerf is a tasty nerf,” he agrees. “They don’t seem real sensitive to noise, though. The lupine get ‘em restless, sure, but I can shoot off old Betsy here and they never bat an eye.”

I smile and shake my head. Conagher’s seen every cowboy movie in our historical archives, and he wears the laconic cowboy persona like a second skin. He looks the part, sitting easily in the saddle, his rifle across his thighs.

And he’s right: the nerfs don’t seem very sensitive to loud noises. Maybe it’s all the volcanic activity in this area, and I idly wonder if all nerfs are inured to noise, or just the ones in this area.

“Do me a favor and lower the hammer on that thing.” I point. Con still has his rifle cocked, and he knows better. I phrased it as a request, but Con knows a rebuke when he hears one.

“Sorry about that.” He blushes. “Won’t happen again.”

“One unexpected jump from your mount, and you could have an accidental discharge,” I remind him sternly. “Remember, these aren’t biometric like our pulse rifles. You gotta handle ‘em carefully.”

“Won’t happen again, Tye,” he repeats, hanging his head. I feel bad for having chastised him.

“Tell ya what,” I relent. “If you can stand watch another hour until I can check for the morning comm pulse and get breakfast working, I’ll come relieve you. You can rack out in the wagon while the rest of us get the herd moving.”

“I can sleep in the saddle, boss!” he protests. “I don’t wanna ride in no wagon!”

“You can sleep in the saddle, but that don’t mean you should sleep in the saddle. You been pullin’ your weight, and everybody here knows it. You deserve a rest. We can manage the herd for a few hours without you.”

Besides, you’re tired enough you’re making mistakes. Man’s gotta know his limits.

I slap him genially on the shoulder as I turn to ride away, taking Rosy out of sight of the herd for our morning comm check. Behind me, Conagher resumes singing to the herd in his mellow baritone, a classic tune from an ancient Earth musical group called the Divinyls:

Oh, I don’t want anybody elseWhen I think about youI touch myselfOh, I don’t want anybody elseOh no, oh no, oh no…

Every morning, I ride far enough away from the herd that a low-energy comm pulse won’t spook them, ground-tie Rosy and walk another kilometer so it won’t spook my mount, take my communicator from its shielded case, and power it up.

Every morning for the last eleven years I’ve repeated this routine, and every morning there has been no communication. Frankly, I like it that way. As long as my wages show up in my account every month and the supply shuttle brings us what we need, I can do without towns or communicators altogether.

This morning is different, however. The message is concerning, for all its brevity, and I squat there is the grass for a few minutes, pondering how I’m going to handle it, and what I’m going to tell the men.
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When we discovered the effect that electromagnetic radiation had on the local fauna, they almost abandoned the idea of nerf-ranching altogether. Earth 212 is an unsettled planet, after all, and people need a way to defend themselves. In the major settlements, they have plasma fences as perimeter security, and people carry pulse weapons for personal defense, but those aren’t going to work out here in the wilds, not with a spooky herd of nerfs ready to give off a cloud of noxious stench at the first hum of an energy weapon.

It was me that hit upon the idea of gunpowder weapons. Dormus 12 had a Colt Single Action Army in the archive section, as well as a Winchester 1873 carbine. Reverse-engineering both of them in the station’s machine shops was a simple task, and so we armed all the nerf herders on Earth 212 with genuine cowboy weapons.

Well, I guess they properly can’t be considered a real 73 Winchester and a Colt SAA; they’re actually clones of the original weapons. Being a clone myself, I rather like the symmetry.

We had problems with the first run of Colts. As it turns out, the cylinder timing was off on the specimen we had in the archives, and the machinists faithfully copied everything about the original weapon…including the faulty cylinder timing.

The first dozen pistols they turned out would shave lead fragments every time you fired them, and in one unfortunate instance, blew up in the machinist’s hand. A senior machinist, Specialist Browning, finally figured it out, and with the guidance of schematics we found in the archives and a lot of trial and error, produced a Colt SAA that functioned correctly.

After that, all Earth 212 nerf herders were armed with old-fashioned lever-action rifles and single-action revolvers, just like their distant forebears a thousand years before.
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“What’s for breakfast, cookie?” I ask quietly.

“Same as the last thirty rotational cycles,” he answers dourly. “A steamin’ pot of Earth 212’s finest legumes—still don’t know what the fuck to call ‘em—scrambled ova, and fried strips of nerf belly.”

“A real camp cook would call that ‘beans, scrambled eggs, and bacon,’ just like in the cowboy movies,” I grin.

“Well, I ain’t a real camp cook, and y’all ain’t cowboys,” he retorts, handing me up a plate. “Cows been extinct for nigh on 1,200 Earth years, and you ain’t never laid eyes on one. You’re all just a bunch of scruffy-looking nerf herders.”

“You know,” I tease, “despite your shocking ignorance of cowboy vocabulary, you have the grumpy camp cook routine down perfect. You’ve even developed a drawl. Is that because you’re naturally a grumpy old bastard and you’re starting to slur your speech, or have you picked up something from the film archives, despite yourself?”

The rest of the boys chuckle while the cook continues to grumble about little shits not having respect for their elders and how he oughta take a switch to the lot of us, but we all know it’s just for show. Chick is the only one among us who is not a clone. He and his wife were childless like so many inhabitants of Dormus 12, and when his wife died six years ago, Chick jumped at the opportunity to come planetside.

He arrived on our bi-monthly supply shuttle, vomiting profusely and vowing he’d never endure another planetary reentry again if he had any say in the matter. He took one look at our ragtag outfit, insulted the lot of us as a bunch of wet-nosed, shit-for-brains kids, and promptly took over all supply and cooking duties for the outfit.

One thing he has never done is insult us for being clones. Being childless himself, I think he felt sorry for us for not having families, and took on the role of surrogate father to all of us.

Granted, a surly surrogate father who uses “fuck” like a comma, and a father nonetheless. Chick’s good people. He prefers life here, lived in the raw, just like the rest of us.

“Listen up, everybody,” I order, and everyone looks up from their breakfast at me. “I got a comm pulse this morning. We’re gonna stop gathering for now, and drive what we have to the spaceport at Titanville. Once they’re all slaughtered and packaged, we’ll hop the freight shuttle to Dormus 12 with the meat. Everybody get your gear together and be ready to move out within the hour. They expect us at Titanville in three days.”

“They’re pullin’ us offworld?” Galloway asks incredulously, and a low murmur rumbles through the entire crew. “What the hell for?”

“They didn’t tell me that. They’re sending down a replacement crew on the supply shuttle, and we’re to bring all our gear with us, including saddles and weapons.”

“What the hell we gonna need those for on Dormus 12?” Tell wonders.

Same reason we need guns here, I think. Some people and critters only understand violence, and it’s nice to have a weapon that can’t be disabled with a radio command. As for the saddles, I have no idea.

“I don’t know any more than what I just told you,” I snap. “Now shut up, finish your breakfast, and get ready to move.”

There is a chorus of befuddled but obedient, “Sure, boss,” and “Whatever you say, Tye,” and I turn to Chick and order, “Hand me up a plate for Con. I’m gonna go relieve him, and he’ll sack out in the wagon for a few hours after we get ‘em movin’.”

Chick hands up a plate and fork, studying me carefully. “I ain’t goin’ back to Dormus 12,” he says flatly.

“You’re not,” I sigh. “You’re to stay on here and cook for the new crew. Try to take as good care of them as you did of us, Chick.”

“I will, son,” he promises, his voice quiet but rough. “They tell you why they didn’t want me?”

“They only want clones, and they only want men under age thirty-five.”

“Oh.”

The revelation hangs in the air between us like a cloud. We both know what that means. “Get everything packed up,” I order. “Leave room in the wagon for Con to stretch out.”

I kick my mount, and we start in an easy lope to the fringe of the herd to relieve my night guard, worry gnawing at the edges of my mind.

☐☐☐☐☐

Riding drag on a herd of 5,000 sucks. It’s hot, dusty work, and I can’t imagine it was any easier a thousand years ago. Normally, riding drag is the job for the junior man on a drive, a way for a new herder to earn his spurs.

Well, I say “spurs,” even though we don’t use ‘em here. You poke a sequus with something sharp, you’re gonna ride in ammonia stink all day, if the sumbitch even lets you stay on his back at all.

The point is, drag riders eat dust for the entire day, dodging steaming piles of pungent nerf shit all the while. By the time you make camp, your eyes sting with dust, your throat is raw, and you have boogers in your nose the size of…well, I don’t really have a frame of reference for it. Let’s just say they’re big. The first few bites of supper taste like grit, and smell like nerf shit. Experienced herders don’t have to put up with that.

Point man gets to see all the scenery and see it first, drag rider watches a sea of nasty nerf asses from sunup to sundown.

I still ride drag occasionally to make a point. My leadership philosophy has always been to never ask one of my men to do a job I wouldn’t do myself. That way, when I ask one of ‘em to do something unpleasant—like ride drag—there’s a minimum of grumbling and bitching about it. Besides, there really is no junior man here. All of us except Conagher have been planetside for eleven years and 136 days. We all came down on the same shuttle. Conagher came down eight years ago, as a replacement for one of our herders killed in a stampede.

But there’s making a point, and then there’s fool stubbornness. I’m the foreman of this outfit, and I don’t have to eat dust and nerf shit all day. So I ride up to left flank, upwind, signal for Parmalee to rotate to drag, and enjoy a little fresh air for a change. I need to think, and I do it better if I’m not choking on dust.

Try as I might, I can’t figure out why the Station Commander would be pulling us offworld. I get yearly reviews of my performance, and as far as I know, we’re the best performing outfit on the planet. My tallies are always high, my herd arrives in good shape with plenty of weight on ‘em, and I don’t require much in the way of support. For all intents and purposes, we’re self-sustaining down here.

Now, it’s not normal for a crew to stay planetside for more than five years, but if we refuse relief, nobody questions it. My boys and I are happy here; this is home. We don’t want to return to Dormus 12, and the order to keep our gear and weapons still puzzles me. The only thing I can figure is maybe they’re relocating us to another ranch planetside, maybe to relieve another crew. If that’s the case, I can live with that.

Being pulled offworld permanently is something I’d rather not contemplate.

On the horizon, the stacks of terraformer Titan shimmer in the heat. Dormant now, it was the first terraformer activated, and thus the site of the planet’s largest spaceport. Titanville is the settlement that sprang up around it, and like an old man said in an ancient documentary I saw once in the film archives, it is a “wretched hive of scum and villainy.” I hate the place.

But when you’ve had nothing but nerfs to keep you company for the past three months, the prospect of soft beds, female companionship and distilled spirits can be quite enticing. The boys are getting restless. I canter up to the front of the herd and rein in beside Kilkenny, our point man. Standing over 190 centimeters, Kilkenny is tall and rangy, with black hair, sun-darkened skin, and brilliant green eyes. Whatever cell line he came from, it was an exotic one.

“Titanville ten kilometers out, boss,” he grunts, handing me his canteen.

“Thanks,” I croak. “Dusty back there.”

“I’ll say,” he laughs wryly. “Rinse your face, too. You look like a sugar cookie.”

I do just that, blinking rapidly as the tepid water rinses the grit from my eyes. “How long before we’re at the plasma fence, do you reckon?”

“Four hours,” he judges. “Be there a couple hours before sunset.”

“I better ride out and let ‘em know,” I sigh. “They’re not gonna like having the plasma fence down after dark.”

“All the more reason for us to get ‘em in the pens before then,” he shrugs. “We push ‘em hard as we get near town, we oughta be able to do it.”

I like Kilkenny. The man’s an incurable optimist.
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Six hours later, we do indeed have the herd penned, and the slaughterhouse crews have begun funneling the nerfs into the loading chutes feeding into the vast processing facility. As large as it is, it will still take them at least two more hours to slaughter 5,000 nerfs, at which point they can bring the processing stations and the chillers back online, and power back up the plasma fence surrounding the town.

But that hasn’t stopped the nightlife of Titanville from ramping up at all. Saloons are lit with natural gas lamps, and music reverberates from old-fashioned pianos and guitars, punctuated by the tinkle of glassware. People are laughing and singing, and a few are fighting in the streets. Our mounts are in the lead-lined stables on the east end of town, fed and bedded down for the night. I take a little extra time to say goodbye to Rosy, unsure of whether I’ll ever see the big roan sequus again.

Before I turn them loose on the town, I give the crew my traditional safety brief: “Don’t add to the population, don’t subtract from the population. Don’t wind up in the newspaper, jail, or morgue. And if you do wind up in jail…establish dominance quickly. Shuttle launches at 0800 tomorrow morning, and you better be on it with all your gear stowed.”

My speech is met with the expected chuckles, and with a whoop they disperse, each looking for their own particular brand of mischief. I smile as I watch them leave, and mutter to no one in particular, “Don’t wreck the town or yourselves, boys. Who knows what tomorrow brings?”

“Who indeed?” a voice agrees, and I turn to see Chick at my elbow. “Buy you a drink, boss?”

He’s never called me boss before.

“Buy you one, old-timer,” I counter. “Call it that respect for my elders you’re always telling us we should have.”

“In that case, buy me two to make up for lost time,” he chuckles. I follow Chick down the street to a saloon with a garishly painted woman in a synthsilk negligee on the sign, advertising, “COLD BEER! MUSIC! LIVE NUDE GIRLS!” Chick waves me inside and we find a table near the back where I can watch the door.

“Bourbon,” Chick orders the girl who approaches, “bring the bottle.”

“Real bourbon’s expensive, and I ain’t even sure we have any,” the girl warns. “We got synthspirits, tastes just as good.”

“Bourbon,” he repeats firmly, “and don’t tell me that synthetic shit tastes just as good, I know better.”

“You got the money for that?” she sneers. “You look like you haven’t had a bath in months.”

Before Chick can frame an angry reply, I interject reasonably, “Darlin’, I’m the foreman of the Rocking C. We just brought a herd into town, and you know damned well we don’t have coin. Now, I know you’re not gonna be able to check our credits until they power everything back up, but I vouch for the man. He’s got the credits. Now bring us what he ordered.”

“Leon don’t want us startin’ no tab with strangers,” she hedges. “Some people just—“

“Get the damned bottle, now!” I bark, and she scurries away. I watch as she whispers to the bartender and he stares hard at me. I nod my head slightly and tip my hat, and he shrugs, handing her a bottle from beneath the bar.

“Leon says he can start a tab for you, but you gotta settle it once the power’s back online,” she says sullenly, plunking the bottle and two questionably clean glasses on the table.

“Much obliged,” Chick answers graciously. “Now fuck off.”

As we watch her flounce away, Chick observes quietly, “You know they’re not gonna send you back here. Whatever reason they’re pulling you offworld, it’s permanent.”

“Figured that,” I allowed. “My best guess is they’re sending us somewhere else to do the same thing. Otherwise, why bring our guns and gear?”

“Maybe,” he allows. “Wherever it is, it’s gonna be unsettled.”

“I like unsettled.”

“Have you told the boys?”

“Nope,” I say simply. “Why worry ‘em?”

“They deserve to know,” Chick protests.

“Know what, Chick?” I ask pointedly. “I don’t know any more than what I’ve already told you, and the boys will adapt. They know and like unsettled, too.”

“Still, I think you ought to—“

We are interrupted by a heated argument at the end of the bar, and as the crowd parts, I see one of my men, back to the bar, braced by two toughs armed with plasma pistols. It’s Jubal, the most mild-mannered of my crew, and he looks scared.

Sighing, I put my drink down and make my way through the crowd of people. Approaching the larger of the two men from behind, I draw my Colt, thumb the hammer back, and push the muzzle firmly behind his right ear. Back in the old days on ancient Earth, that four clicks of a Colt SAA hammer being cocked was an ominous sound. Here on Earth 212, nobody gives a shit.

I hope I don’t have to show them why they should.

“What seems to be the problem, friend?” I ask mildly, screwing the muzzle of my pistol under his jaw. Whether it’s a phased plasma energy weapon or an ancient six-shooter, having the muzzle of a weapon pressed against your flesh speaks a universal language. The man freezes.

“He’s a damned clone!” the man protests. “I saw the number behind his ear!”

“Clones ain’t welcome here,” his friend sneers, taking half a step forward. In response, I turn his buddy to his right, placing him between me and the second tough.

“Now, that ain’t neighborly,” I admonish. “You never know when you might meet a clone who takes offense to such bigotry and prejudice. For instance, you might encounter one with his pistol to your head.”

The second man freezes, eyeing me warily. The man I’m holding whimpers a bit, and I look to see a puddle forming on the sawdust floor beneath his right pants leg. I shift my gun muzzle to the back of the first man’s head, leveling it slightly.

“Funny thing about projectile weapons,” I observe innocently. “They work whether the grid is powered up or not. “Now this here is a Colt Single Action Army model, and it shoots a 200-grain chunk of lead at close to 1,500 feet per second. Now I know that don’t seem impressive compared to an energy weapon, but these old-fashioned bullets don’t transfer their energy as efficiently as a plasma weapon does. That means they go through whatever I shoot, and keep on going into whatever is on the other side.”

“So what?” the second man asks, blinking stupidly.

“That means,” I explain patiently, “at the trajectory I have here, I’ll splatter your friend’s brains all over your face. Only you’ll never know it, because the bullet’s gonna hit you a millisecond later. You’ll be dead and leaking on the floor, and all because you won’t let go of some silly prejudices about genetically engineered humans.”

“We don’t like clones here,” the man repeats, but not nearly as sure of himself.

“Anybody else in this bar got a problem with clones?” I raise my voice, and am met with dead silence.

“Sounds like you’re of the minority opinion, friend,” I say quietly. “Jubal, get their weapons,” I order. “Place them behind the bar and see these gentlemen to the door.” Jubal, moving gingerly, takes their weapons and places them on the bar. I prod the first man with my gun barrel, and he shuffles out of the bar behind his friend, leaving a trail of urine behind him.

Jubal exhales explosively, sagging against the bar. “Thanks,” he mutters. “I didn’t think I could take both of them.”

“You could have,” I point out. “Look outside. Grid will still be down for another hour, and all energy weapons are disabled remotely while the grid is down. They were essentially unarmed.”

“I…I didn’t think of that,” he stammers. “I guess I could have.”

I say nothing as Chick bellies up to the bar, pushing a glass in front of Jubal. He’s my age, but he seems much younger. I have my doubts whether Jubal could have taken either of them, even unarmed. The kid’s a steady hand, but he’s not a fighter. When violence is inevitable, Jubal will freeze, and he’ll get killed.

“To whatever world they’re sending you to not having bigoted assholes like those two,” Chick pronounces, raising his glass.

“I’ll drink to that.”
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Jubal, Chick, and I kill the bottle of bourbon between us, and tongues properly anesthetized, switch to synthspirits and drink another. Before long, the conversation turns maudlin, and I make my goodbyes, reminding Jubal that he has to be on the shuttle at 0800. The kid is bleary-eyed drunk, but Chick seems none the worse for wear.

“I’ll look after him, boss,” he assures me. “I’ll take him to get laid and pour him into bed in a couple of hours.”

“Getting laid doesn’t sound like a bad idea,” I ponder. “See you in the morning.” I stumble to the bar, find the sullen barmaid who no longer seems nearly so unfriendly once our credits clear, and whisper in her ear. She chuckles throatily, takes me by the hand, and leads me upstairs. Before I close the door behind me, I hear Jubal call out, “Remember, boss, don’t add to the population!”
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Two hours later, physically satiated but still with an unquiet mind, I stagger downstairs. The whore proved to harbor no prejudice against clones as long as I paid the agreed-upon number of credits for her services, and she performed admirably well for the money. The party is still going on full-tilt in the saloon, only the music now has shifted to synth pop with an electronic light show above the dance floor.

I push the door open and look right and left on the boardwalk, wary I might yet encounter the two toughs from earlier, but see nothing concerning. I sigh and stretch, look around to get my bearings, step down off the boardwalk and turn to my right toward the drover’s boardinghouse.

I barely make it a dozen steps before a harsh voice barks behind me, “Hey, clone!”

Slowly, wearily, I turn around. It’s the two toughs from earlier tonight, standing in the middle of the street, twenty meters away. I keep my hands at my side, but blade my body slightly, facing them obliquely. “We don’t have to do this, fellas,” I call out. “Tomorrow morning I’ll be gone, and you’ll never see me or my men on this planet again.”

“Tomorrow ain’t soon enough,” the larger of them sneers. “We aim to keep you from polluting any other worlds, too.” He gestures at the lights blinking around us, the town abuzz with electrical activity. “And this time, our weapons are armed.”

“Let’s get on with it then,” I hear myself sigh. “Tonight’s as good a time to die as any.” I don’t want to kill anyone, much less want to be killed myself, but an eerie calm settles over me, the same calm I feel whenever I am in danger. The world slows down around me, and all I feel is resignation.

Just get it over with.

The larger man’s hand dips for his weapon, and simultaneously his partner shifts to his left, clawing at his holster. Why do they move so slowly? I wonder as I watch the larger man lurch, then lurch again. His buddy drops to his knees, his weapon loosely dangling in his fingers. A red flower blossoms on his forehead, and he slowly topples forward, facedown in the mud.

And then time speeds back up, and I hear voices and shouts of alarm around me, as I stand there staring at the smoking six-gun in my fist and the two dead men on the street in front of me.
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“You wanted to see me, sir?” I ask, pausing at the door of the Station Commander.

“Ah, 4620,” he smiles warmly, “come in and have a seat.”

That’s Tyrel, I think but don’t say.

“How was your trip up? Any problems?”

I look at him carefully, wondering if I should say anything about the encounter on the street. Planetside setttlements are pretty lawless, and the Station Commanders generally don’t interfere as long as the flow of nerf meat and raw materials isn’t interrupted.

If he knew about the shooting, he’d have already asked me about it. Just play dumb until he gives you some reason to believe you’re in trouble.

“Rough, sir,” I finally answer. “It’s a long four days on the shuttle.”

“I heard about your encounter in the street,” he says bluntly. “You killed two men.”

“That was self-defense,” I stammer, feeling an icy leaden ball form in my stomach.

“I don’t care about that,” he waves dismissively. “In fact, it validates why I chose you and your men for this mission. I have need of steady men with your skills, particularly people with a talent for handling weapons like your…your…hexaweapon.”

“Six-shooter,” I correct automatically, earning a flash of impatience on the Station Commander’s face. Then it registers what he just said. “Mission, sir?”

“An exploratory mission of sorts, only where you’ll be going has already been explored. The terrain features have changed a great deal, but enough of the old infrastructure has remained intact that we can navigate.”

“Mission, sir?” I repeat.

“It’s a long trip, a ten-year cryosleep,” he says shortly. “We’ll need to send out advance parties—settlers, tradesmen, builders, cowboys, that sort of thing.”

Ten-year cryosleep. So that’s why he only wanted young men under age thirty-five.

“Our probes have sent back some startling video,” he continues. “Have a look.” He presses a button on his desk, and the viewscreen behind him blinks into life.

The video begins with a high aerial view over a mountain range. As the viewing angle changes, a lush green valley appears, and the probe zooms in to vast herds of large beasts moving about. They look similar to the pictures of cattle I’ve seen in the archives, but shaggier, like the long-extinct bison. Birds are apparent in the video, and in one corner, a small cluster of dwellings inhabited by unmistakable humanoid shapes.

“Everything you see used to be covered by water,” the Station Commander says softly, reverently. “What little land remained was barren, blasted by wind and solar radiation. It took a thousand years, but it looks like the planet has healed itself.”

“What planet is this?” I whisper, eyes glued to the screen.

“It’s Earth,” he answers. “We’re going back.”
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