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      When it started (the pain in my head), I could dismiss it as the result of how loud the hangar was—the searing scream of welders, clangs of metal plates, whine of hoists and barely functional grav beds. All of that coupled with the mishmash of dozens of languages shouted at the tops of lungs, thoraxes, and speakers of all sorts. If that wasn’t enough to give anyone a headache—there was also the stink of the hangar. Discharged ions mixed with dozens of oils, harsh solvents, foodstuffs in various stages of decomp, and the mingled body odor of any inter-species gathering. The pilots, mechs, engineers, gunners, deck hands, cargo drones, merchants, guards, robots, mentics, and passengers all together adding to the atmosphere on top of what came in front the dripping sludge forest outside this cozy green-topped hangar. Exactly the sort of place that looked like a hill if approached from three of the four cardinal directions, and was unmistakable as a structure from the air. It’s super hard to hide anything from the air or space above. Structures pretty much stand out like a beacon among the natural landscape. Those that don’t still show up at different wavelengths.

      All of that—plenty to give me a headache. None, however, as much as the holographic sticker I found slapped over my hatch seal when I returned to the Foxylia with less than half the bits I’d gone out with. The bright yellow against black, edged with red, the whole sticker casting a bright glow on the hatch, told the story before I got there. Then, swearing as I reached the hatch, the sticker flashed brighter and resolved itself into an approximation of a human face with a sort of tiny bump for a nose. Vantican, they ran this out-of-the-way spaceport on Linnea. A thin fuzz of what looked like puffy ball-shaped mushrooms started above large liquid yellow eyes and ran back over its cranium in a variable-sized—and stomach-turning—cluster that got bigger the farther back it went. The worst were the holes—gaps where one or more of the growths had been plucked out. I don’t know if it hurt when they did that. I didn’t want to know, or why. None of my business.

      “Mads Bookery, your docking fee exceeds the bits deposited in your account. Access to the Foxylia hereby restricted until this shortfall is rectified. If not fully resolved within forty-eight hours, your ship will be seized by port authorities and auctioned off to pay your debts.”

      The damn sticker sounded cheerful as it pronounced my sentence. They might as well have used ice picks to scratch the back of my eyeballs, that’s how it felt. Like someone saved the sides of my head, greased it with electroconductive paste, clamped pointed electrodes into the the bone, and fired a thousand volts along my already abused pathways. I swear, we’re not made for the sort of crap you get up to out here in the Rim. Some of these systems—hard to even say which galaxy or cluster they orbited. They might only be passing by on their way to some bigger galaxy with a more massive supergiant black hole at its center. Who’s to say?

      The locals, sure, if they cared at all. It doesn’t really matter, does it? Not to the ordinary being on the street. Plenty of them wouldn’t be able to name the galaxy (or give a definition of a galaxy). Some of the brightest might know the difference between a galaxy and a solar system, but most would only express irritation that you wasted their time asking in the first place. Some beings might express their irritation with the violent application of their appendages to the conglomeration of matter you call your body.

      I wanted to reach up and tear the obnoxious Vantican sticker off the Fox’s hatch so I could get to my can and my bunk (in that order).

      “Tomorrow, I swear it,” I said, squinting against the sticker’s obnoxious brightness. “No problem. Got a deposit coming in. Just go on and open up now.”

      “That’s terrific news,” the sticker said in a tone usually reserved for small offspring getting their favorite sugary, and probably cold, confection of choice. “As soon as the bits are received, the seal will be removed.”

      I leaned forward, putting my hand up against the slope of the Foxy’s hull on the other side of the hatch. I pinched the bridge of my nose with the fingers of the other hand.

      “I’ll have them tomorrow,” I said. “I need to get some sleep tonight. I’ve been working. I just want to hit the rack and get some shut-eye, understand? Human thing. A period of somnolence. Can’t function otherwise without stimulants and those things will leave you strung out, not to mention the enzymatic damage caused to your liver. I don’t recommend it. I’m not going anywhere, got passengers arriving tomorrow, that’s when I’ll get paid.”

      “Payment is required to allow access to the Foxylia.”

      I swear that pseudo-holographic Vantican sticker managed to look pleased with itself for its complete inability to listen to a word I was saying.

      “Look, is there someone, actual flesh-and-blood, that might come down here so I can explain the problem? Because if you don’t let me get to my bunk, and my can, I’m going to be crashing right here on the deck, you know? Might need to water the deck plates, as it where. No one wants to see that.”

      “Correct,” the sticker said with unwavering cheerfulness. “Loitering after hours on the hangar deck is a class three infraction that could lead to additional fees and possibly loss of docking privileges.”

      The sticker had me beat and knew it in whatever cognitive circuits it had—not that it was circuits, I knew that much, but what else do you call them? The vanticans weren’t the only species to crack intelligence and then embed it in everything so you had genuine—if limited—intelligence in everything from hatch stickers to furniture to appliances. Turns out something could be no smarter than a fly and still carry on a conversation within its limited scope. As the Prophet said, “The ability to speak demonstrates only a lack of understanding.”

      Something like that.

      I couldn’t rip the sticker off my hull. Damn things form molecular bonds and tampering would be more than a class three infraction. The shit of it was, I did have a passenger arriving tomorrow. One with particular requirements. I’d planned to use the can, get a few hours shut-eye, and up early enough to get the passenger suite configured to be at least minimally acceptable to my paying passenger. I couldn’t afford to have them cancel on me, not now especially. I knew how the vanticans like to compound debts. They’d take the Foxy and everything (no matter how little it was) I owned, and charge me for it, then charge me additional fees for having debt, and interest compounding on everything each day. At best, I’d end up indentured for the next, oh—rest of my cursed-space life.

      I leveled a finger at the sticker. “I want to appeal this unlawful tampering and interference in my ability to carry out legal commerce.”

      That’d tell it. I thought it sounded good.

      The vantican sticker sniggered. Sniggered! The puffy mushroom growth things on its head jiggled disturbingly. It might be holographic, but looking at it was making me sick.
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