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For everything there is a season… 

Captain Liz Laika and crew have a new assignment: escorting the Mother Love’s Traveling Intergalactic Troupe on their galactic tour. The final stop is where Liz started her career, Epsilon Violet, a lush, forested planet with multiple research stations, and the scrappy captain looks forward to reconnecting with her old boss. But when the first troupe performance ends with a prop phaser that is actually quite deadly, all plans go off the rails. Now Liz is investigating an accident that may not be that accidental. Can she keep her crew and friends safe when even more goes wrong?
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CHAPTER ONE

“Captain Liz, we’re ready for the final approach,” said Raph, my navigator. His voice carried a tone of question, and I wondered if he had said something previously that I had missed.

“Thank you. I’m ready,” I replied and reached over to speak into the intercom. “This is Captain Laika. We are approaching our destination, Research Planet Epsilon Violet. Those preparing to deboard will be leaving in two hours by shuttle.”

“Why do they call it Epsilon Violet?” he asked as his fingers danced across the controls, adjusting our course, acceleration, and a bit of everything else as we moved from faster-than-light-speed travel back to a slower speed so we could orbit the planet.

“Epsilon is based on the numbering alphabet they use. Violet is named after the primary color of the foliage they have. Big, lush purple forests. It’s really stunning.” 

“That’s right. You said you’ve been here before.”

I nodded back. I had mentioned something when we had gotten the travel schedule for our first tour of duty, but I hadn’t given the whole story. I hadn’t been ready to discuss it, but it was now or never. “Actually, I lived there.”

“Lived there? For how long?” He paused in his work to look at me straight on.

“It was eight cycles, which translates to about four standardized years. It was after I graduated from Fleet training, and I was trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my life.” It had been such a hard time. I was still not over the death of my parents, so after I started training, all I knew was that I didn’t want to go into Fleet military force like they had done. 

I snuck a look at Raph, who was focused on his work, though I suspected he was just giving me some space. He was younger than me and different in a million ways. He was talkative, affable, musical, fun-loving, and the life of the party, but we worked together well, despite our differences. It had been bumpy at first, but we had worked it out. And when push came to shove, he had stood by me in a way that few people I had ever met had done.

Since starting this job assignment on a new ship, he had quickly adjusted to the work, taking a traveling group of performers to the far outer reaches to visit and entertain various outposts. Everywhere we went, Raph made new friends and sent many a heart to swooning with his antics. Mother Love’s Traveling Intergalactic Troupe had even convinced him to play a variety of instruments to add on to their entertainment, though he had ended up recording it, so he would be free to mingle with the crowd during the actual performance, cracking jokes and making friends.

But I admit that I hadn’t felt as comfortable. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, so to speak. I had enjoyed the assignment, especially the fancy new ship to command, and the fact that everywhere we showed up was a celebration. But still, I had been ignoring something for far too long: my past. And now I was literally going to come face-to-face with part of it.

I sighed and continued my story. “I knew I didn’t want to go into the military, but this is where I fell in love with the idea of exploring. Every day something new and exciting happened. To me, the science part got a bit tedious, and it wasn’t the most interesting planet, but I knew that there was so much more out there. I made a lot of good friends and connections there, and everyone felt they were doing such important work. I mostly shuttled data and research material off the planet to collection ships, but in my free time, I learned everything there was about the establishment of a research center. Maggie ran the center and had been one of the first people to touch down on the planet. She had purple eyes, and the second she looked at the planet, she said she felt like she was home. I heard that she is still here.”

“So this is a bit of a homecoming?” Raph asked.

A tingle went over me, and I resisted the impulse to run my hands over my arms to press the hairs down. “This will be the first time I ever really returned someplace. I mean, obviously we’ve returned to the same planets when we were delivering cargo and stuff. But I don’t think I have ever gone back someplace once I have moved on.”

“Really? Didn’t you train on Earth twice?” 

“I did, but the basic Fleet training I did was on one coast, and senior flight school was on another. Some of it was familiar, like the gravity, color of the sun, some animals, but other than that, it could have been any other habitable planet.”

Suddenly, a small white-and-brown animal launched himself into my lap. My caline, Pox, did appear halfway between a cat and a dog. He curled into my lap, waiting for me to pet him. He was an animal bred for companionship, a present from the king of Cerulea, and as such was given special permission to travel with me. 

Raph still focused on his work in a manner that was unusual. Normally, he could manage his job while talking a mile a minute and juggling. I appreciated that he was giving me some space, though I was surprised that he could sense I needed it.

“Is it that obvious I am a bit wound up?”

He seemed to let out a sigh. “A little. I thought maybe the troupe was getting to you.”

I chuckled. “They’ve been a bit much. I try to hide my feelings because everyone else seems to love them, but I find them a lot.”

Raph let out a snort. “They are way more than a lot. Remember, I went to school for the arts, and this troupe puts stressed undergrad art students to shame.”

“You seem to get along with them,” I countered.

“I do, but between us, I’m glad this is their last performance. Maybe the next group will be a bunch of mimes.”

“Chloe’s going to be heartbroken.” Chloe was our cook and porter. She had also taken on the role of roadie for the troupe. She was completely enamored with them, especially Jolex, the lead antagonizer of most of the drama. 

“Chloe will survive. The rest of us might not.”

I chuckled, and some of the tension left my shoulders. I didn’t even realize I was so stressed, but it had snuck up on me slowly. The planet was coming into sight, and I had déjà vu, which carried hints of sadness, excitement, and something I couldn’t yet place. It was an odd sensation, and I let it roll over me and sink in. 

It was time to change topics. “Who will be taking the shuttle down, other than the five troupe members and their three roadies?”

The shuttle could only carry fifteen total, and the crew took turns going down since someone needed to stay on the ship, but the crew did enjoy seeing the show and visiting the planets. Everyone took turns, and in combination with the space stations we visited, which allowed easy exiting and returning, everyone got time either resting on the ship or exploring new planets. Or meeting new friends, Raph’s expertise.

“You and me, obviously. The troupe and their roadies—Chloe, because Jolex can’t just carry her own luggage and their actual roadies aren’t careful enough for her. I believe the last four spots were given to members of the custodial staff. I think it was supposed to be the engineering crew, but they traded for more off days on at the next dock. It’s nice that you let them figure it out themselves. They really appreciate it.”

I grunted in acknowledgment, though I smiled. I liked it when the crew was happy. It wasn’t my highest priority, which was safety and then fairness, but after that, happiness was an easy enough thing to allow. Frankly, letting the staff handle it with only enough oversight to make sure no one was being taken advantage of meant one less thing I had to manage. 

Was it textbook? Not really. But I had tried it that way and learned a hard lesson about strict rules being used as a weapon against me. 

“Horton and Eugene aren’t going to make it to the last show?”

Raph shook his head. “Horton said he would prefer to jam his hand in the engine compartment than attend one more show. Eugene seemed interested, and I told him that he didn’t technically have to be counted, since he didn’t require a seat, but he insists on following exactly the same rules as the rest of the crew.” 

“I’ll see if they can watch Pox for me while I am offboard. I’ll feel calmer knowing he is safe on ship.”

Horton was a seven-foot-tall green reptilian, and his best friend-slash-creation was Eugene, a sentient robot who was technically illegal until he was given ambassador status by the same king who gave me Pox. It had been quite an adventure for Raph, Chloe, Horton, Eugene, Pox, and I, and we were lucky to come out of it alive.

Raph twisted in his seat. “Tell me what to expect on this planet. Any cool animals? Do I get to pet something? Oh, or maybe ride it?”

I shook my head. “No. Unless things have changed, it is a research planet, and they are doing a special kind of non-contaminating research. Researchers never leave their domes and only take the minimal amount of samples to preserve the ecology of the planet. It didn’t have any existing colonies, so it was perfect. Maggie was thrilled to get it.”

“Maggie runs the place?”

“Yes, and she was a great boss. She seemed so smart and mature, but she was younger than I am now when she was put in charge of this planet, which is amazing. I didn’t realize how young she was back then. She was a bit of a wunderkind. When she was first offered the station here, they provided drone footage of the planet. The only thing on the footage was snails. Gigantic, all-black snails. Everywhere. She considered passing and waiting for another planet, like a lot of other researches had done, but didn’t. She was disappointed but said she would be queen of the snails.”

“I don’t get the joke?” Raph countered.

“She had dedicated her whole life to research to get…a planet full of snails. So she spent like a year preparing, while the first dome was being built. She researched everything there was to know about snails. All the decorations for the dome, as limited as they are on a research planet, were snails. Then she got there, and the planet was teeming with life.”

“Why didn’t they see it on the drone footage?” 

“Apparently, the drone was broken and making this high-pitched noise that effectively cleared animals from in front of it. Everything other than the slow-moving snails. They actually still use the same noise to clear the path for the rovers that carry people between research centers. Turns out, all the scientists who passed on the planet got far worse planets as a result, and it kinda became Maggie’s motto: to move forward boldly and not let setbacks define your course.”

“Sounds a bit like what you believe,” Raph said.

“I guess so. So now you get the joke. Snails are their mascot now, for that reason. Nothing super exciting has come from the research on them, at least as far as I have heard, but everyone has a soft spot for them.”

“But there are other animals?” he asked.

“Sure, fish and eels in the rivers and oceans. Nothing super interesting to me, but because of the hydrothermal activity in the waterways, the scientists find them unusual. Lots of birds and rodents, but the most exciting thing are the grisvevin. They are herbivores but territorial. Tall, gray, enormous, covered in thick skin with some gray hair and four tusks. If we take a rover out to one of the research centers, you might catch a glimpse of one, but there is a lot of recorded video of them.”

“Video? How exciting,” he said with a snort.  

All thoughts of past adventures disappeared as we finalized our orbit at Epsilon Violet. The blue-and-purple planet was smaller than Earth. A single, large landmass in an ocean of blue. It was the only landmass I had worked on for any length of time. At least one friend would be there to greet me. It felt like nothing I had ever experienced: a homecoming. 


CHAPTER TWO

I stood by the shuttle as everyone gathered to board. I had already placed my bag in the luggage area, which included a stash for Maggie: a dark, bitter, black hard candy, some scented lotion, and a chip of new novels.

What if she no longer liked them? Or even worse, she no longer liked me? It had been a long time—fifteen standard years. A lot had happened since I had left. I had gone to trial, and if the Fleet president had gotten his way, I would have gone to jail as well. Maybe I was an embarrassment to them.

A lump caught in my throat, and I coughed to cover it. Just the thought of it kept the air from moving in and out of my lungs. My lawyer told me that Maggie had written a letter to the judge to speak to my character, as had several others on Epsilon Violet, though I had never had a chance to read them. 

They were old-fashioned, physical letters, and by the time they arrived, the case had been thrown out before the Fleet could lose it. My lawyer kept all the evidence just in case Fleet ever tried it again, so the letters were probably locked away on Earth somewhere. 

Knowing that was part of the reason I had risked the gifts, and why I held out hope that this would be a good meeting.

Horton walked in, dipping his head to avoid bashing it into the top of the doorjamb, with Eugene’s box under one arm. Eugene was hosted in a box with one red light on the front. It had been intended to be temporary housing, so he could travel with Horton off-ship. Until then, his programming had resided in our previous ship. But he had become attached to the cube, though he said it was only temporary until he could decide on permanent accommodations. 

Horton had installed two triangular track units so Eugene could move on his own, and two small telescoping arms so he could pick up small things, but mostly, Horton carried Eugene so the two of them could talk. 

Pox, balanced on my shoulder, made a squeaky yip at the sight of Horton. As Horton approached, Pox danced on my shoulder and then launched himself into Horton’s arms. 

“Gotcha, buddy. You ready for a good old-fashioned sleepover?” Horton shifted his weight forward and helped Pox onto the natural hump behind his head. Horton struggled to stand more upright, like the humanoids that crewed the rest of the ship, but I suspected he was far more comfortable shifted forward, allowing his tail to act as a counterbalance.

Horton was a true friend and brilliant engineer. He had designed and created Eugene partially as a mental exercise, but also because Horton was lonely. I tried to spend as much time with him as possible, but I suspected that despite his love of the work and his friend, he was still lonely. 

Pox nestled into the back of Horton’s head, wrapping his long tail about Horton’s neck. Though Horton wasn’t too expressive, he seemed to relax, and his green tongue flicked out across his eyes to moisten them.

“Are you sure you want to stay on the ship?” I stepped in closer and lowered my voice. “You weren’t pressured to stay, were you?”

“Not at all, Captain. We have an exciting few days planned. I am going to run some tests on the improvements Eugene and I worked out. It’ll take days, so I thought we could bring our beds out to the engineering room and have a camp-out.”

Eugene’s light flashed in an excited pattern. “It will be an excellent time, Captain. I’ve already contacted the king about our work, and he says if our results are as good as we hope, he will sponsor us in the next engineering competition as the official Cerulean entrants.”

I smiled at both of them. “Remember to stick to the food I have for Pox. He has a sensitive stomach.”

Horton nodded. “We learned our lesson last time. The smell of his vomit could peel the paint right off…” He trailed off at the end to stare past me. “Captain, it looks like the troupe is stirring up trouble.”

I followed his glance. “Thanks, Horton. Why don’t you get out of here? I’ll check in later tonight.” 

Horton scurried out, one arm wrapped around Eugene and another up at his shoulder to help Pox balance.

The two main players of the troupe faced off against each other, just like every other time. The entire troupe was from some small, Milky Way planet, Omega-6, where the inhabits looked much like Earth humans. Their heads were slightly larger, fingers slightly shorter, and they had a slightly green tinge to their skin, but otherwise, they were similar to Earthlings. Except they fought about everything. Whether that was unique to them, I didn’t bother to find out. 

Jolex was blond and big-chested, with a voice that carried the distance. Despite her being several decades older than me, she was still one of the most beautiful people I had ever seen. But with a personality that ruined it. She was mean and sickeningly sweet in turn, critical and then full of flattery. I put nothing past her.  

She faced off with the other star of the show, Richan, though both of them would likely claim they alone had top billing. Richan had a swarthy complexion and dark hair. He had large features and a square jaw, and while not traditionally handsome, his features came together into a man that could stop anyone in their tracks. He was roughly the same age as Jolex.

In fact, all the performers were several decades older than me, as they had been twenty-somethings when they had been cast as Mother Love’s Traveling Intergalactic Troupe, a variety sketch show that mixed magic, improv, stand-up, and sketches all around interplanetary travel. It was a mix of comedy, drama, and excitement, both on- and offstage. The only outlier was Mother Love, who was quite elderly. She had been the announcer and mother figure in the original showing. But she didn’t appear to be the matriarch any longer. 

It was the first major interplanetary show to hit the top ten in virtually every galaxy, translated into one thousand languages. It played for twenty standardized years before going out of production.

I remembered watching it on a special showing on my parent’s ship when I was a child, though I didn’t understand most of the jokes. The magic tricks were always my favorite—those were easy to understand, and the improv had always seemed so silly and effortless. 

I hadn’t known it back then, but the behind-the-scenes antics and fighting had been legendary, completely eclipsing the drama on the stage. Then, like now, Richan and Jolex were the star players in those conflicts, the other members taking sides in their fights. Eventually, the weight of the conflict had made the show untenable, each member heading off to a career of their own but never able to reach anywhere near the success of their first project.

After that, it was a story as old as time, maybe even longer; failed marriages, money spent faster than it was made, and more drama, until eventually, all their work, personal, and financial opportunities hit a dead end. 

About a decade ago, the troupe reunited, and had since been going anyplace that would pay them. A Fleet-sponsored tour of remote outposts seemed to be the final stop. They fought anytime more than three of them were in one place, allegiances shifting and transforming from fight to fight. I knew most of this information because it had been screamed across the table when I was trying to eat a meal or backstage when the show was already late to start. 

I was tempted to just let them fight it out, again. They would eventually wear themselves out and commence the silent treatment, which was uncomfortable but tolerable. But I was going to intervene for two reasons. The first was that I was eager to get on the planet to see Maggie and the place that meant so much to me at a pivotal time in my life. Secondly, and more immediately, was that Chloe was standing between Richan and Jolex with tears in her eyes. 

“Is there a problem?” I asked in my most innocent voice.

Jolex jumped in immediately to give her version of events. “This is the favorite part of the show. People expect it the first night. And it’s what I want to do.”

Richan spoke right on the heels of her sentence. “I believe we should start with my magic tricks. I have been working just as hard, and people adore magic over your dusty, old history lessons.”

I sighed. The least they could do is mix up the fights. Before I could speak, Love jumped in. “Richan, yours will take too long to set up, and I want to perform as soon as we get there. It is my show after all. The decision is mine.” She pointed, and her finger shook ever so slightly from the effort. She reached into her purse and pulled out a pill to swallow.

He softened his tone, but his resolve was firm. “I’ll set it up quickly, but if you feel you need a break, perhaps you should stay on the ship and rest.”
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