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“But I love terrible ideas!” Hubcap insisted. “And so do the viewers! More importantly, it’s a terrible idea that’s safer than it looks!” The robot waved a silver arm toward the massive purple jetpod behind him. Workers were strapping a saddle onto it, pretending to ignore the conversation. Still attached to its tree, the alien seedpod rested atop the aircar that the group had flown there in. Soon the pod would be ready. Then the safety railing would be swung open, the stem would be cut, and the jetpod would blast forward in a spray of seeds and glory. 

Assuming, of course, that Hubcap could convince his director that this was just what the show needed. 

“A seatbelt and handlebars don’t make it safe,” she said, crossing muscular arms and frowning. Taller than Hubcap and most other humans, with the tan skin and strength of her islander ancestors, Victoria Paewai could sway most people’s opinions with a scowl. 

Hubcap wasn’t even close to being most people. “It’s like riding a hoverbike,” he insisted, metal eyebrows tracking upward in innocence. “Just way the heck up in the sky. But the safety guy will be right behind me!” He pointed at the burly worker wearing day-glow orange among the others in beige and gray. When Hubcap had introduced himself to the man before takeoff, he’d learned that the position of safety guy traded off on a weekly basis. Probably for the best in terms of getting the crew used to being safety-conscious, but probably also best not to mention that to Vic now. 

“If the pod spins out of control badly enough, I doubt he’ll be able to catch you,” Vic said. She jerked her head towards the railing and the skyscraper-sized distance to the ground. Other purple-green trees stretched taller than any Earth redwood, with their branches far above. There wasn’t much to break a fall into the very distant alien shrubbery. 

Hubcap waved a hand. “Eh, I’ll be fine. I’ve survived long drops before. Do I look like someone who would lie to you?” 

Vic held her silence and a skeptical expression while she looked him up and down, from the pointy feet that could grip a seaside cliff, to the leg compartments that had once held bandages and now held cameras, to the arms that could rip a door off a crashed car, to the angular jaw and after-market eyebrows. Hubcap tried to look trustworthy. 

She knew him too well. “You would absolutely lie to me, in the sneakiest of ways,” Vic declared. “This is a much longer drop than you’re made for.” 

Someone cleared his throat. “If it helps,” said Anrik Tate, the crew chief of the jetpod harvesters, “This is something we do on literally every tree, one way or another. This tree has already been tested and everything. It’s pretty darn safe.” 

Hubcap nodded vigorously as Vic regarded the shorter man. Anrik’s tan was of the sun-worn variety, and he bore the calluses of much experience in wrangling. Despite the easy smile, Hubcap was sure that the man was impatient to get on with it. 

Before Vic could decide on an answer, Hubcap’s human co-host strolled past with a machete over his shoulder. “We do need a good intro to the episode,” Elliot said. His red hair shone in the sun and his eyes twinkled with mischief that was a reflection of Hubcap’s own. 

Vic threw her hands into the air. “All right,” she said. “Just don’t break yourself on our first day here, okay? Of all trips, be careful!” 

Hubcap clicked his heels and saluted. “Yessir, ma’am sir. I will wait until we have footage that will double our ratings before breaking myself.” 

“You do that,” Vic said. She shook her head and crossed the deck to where the three camera people waited against the tree trunk, their pale work clothes stark against the deep purple bark. Hubcap opened his mouth in a mechanical grin, then scampered after Elliot. 

He knew that Vic was concerned for a good reason. If the filming on this uninhabited world didn’t work out, they were sunk. But as always in this job, the answer was to make good television. 

The workers helped Hubcap into the saddle and fastened his safety harness with care. The camera crew got into position while Vic chose the best camera angles. Elliot waited with the machete. 

When all was ready, the only thing left was to try several versions of their usual opening lines. Hubcap liked the last one best. 

“I’m Hubcap!” he said from atop the pod. 

“And I’m Elliot McElmore,” said the human beside him. 

“Did you know you can get paid to do this?” Hubcap asked. He leaned over to thump the side of the jetpod like it was a trusty steed, mindful of the spiral ridges that would help it fly straight. Elliot sidestepped and made a sharp motion with the blade. When they’d filmed this part to Vic’s satisfaction, the cameras switched position and they were ready for Elliot to finish the slice. 

Hubcap grasped the handlebars and waited, picturesque in his shiny silver magnificence (not too shiny for the cameras, but only just), while Elliot reared back and swung the machete through the stem of the jetpod. 

Hubcap rocketed away from the tree with a comical yelp that he knew would make the harvesters laugh. Only half his mind was on the people behind him. The rest was busy piloting the insane piece of vegetation, which had looked much easier when the experts did it. 

“C’mon, you plant,” he muttered while he tugged on the handlebar. “Left! Go left!” The jetpod kept up its blistering pace forward, spinning madly beneath the saddle. Hubcap thanked the tiny stabilizers on the sides keeping him upright. 

Finally the pod obeyed him by angling to the left — and about time, because the other trees were getting awfully close. Shouts from the crew filtered into his awareness. Turning his head out of the wind, he magnified his hearing. 

“Look out!” he heard. “There’s teeth! Teeth!” 

A glance up showed a predator of considerable size swooping down at him. 

He shrieked and yanked on the handlebar, slewing the pod aside just as the mass of wings and fur whooshed past. Hubcap leaned, making the stabilizers whine, and tracked the patch of black among the greenery. The creature looked much like a giant bat with stronger back legs and extra claws and— Hubcap didn’t have time to stare. It was already flapping into position for another dive. He sped for the trees. 

It’s one of those omnivores they told me about, he thought. It’s after the jetpod, not me. Maybe I confused it by swerving. 

The wingspan longer than an aircar folded into diving position. 

That’s not confused enough! 

The trees were too far away. He wouldn’t make it, and another dodge might not help. Hubcap skimmed over his stored information about the local animals. It wasn’t much, but... 

He turned in his seat and roared: a high-def recording of an angry treehorn. 

The creature pulled up sharply. Hubcap put his head down and powered for safety while the enormous flying thing decided that a seed pod that made that kind of noise wasn’t worth it. 

Hubcap continued into the dense grove just in case. Massive trunks closed around him, their purple bark and wrinkled texture making for many shadows that could hide smaller predators. He sampled the air for danger. None of the smells of this alien world were in his scent bank, so it did little good. He tried not to waste too much processor speed on the possibilities. Only when he was certain that the creature was long gone did he wrestle the jetpod around to head back the way he had come. 

And I did NOT run into a tree, he thought. Thank you — yes, I’m amazing. 

He breathed out a recorded sigh of relief as he piloted the unwieldy rocket-plant toward the big tree covered in similar pods. The crew on the platform cheered and waved when they saw him. 

As if to make up for his tardiness, the safety guy met him halfway across the open space and showered him with praise. 

“Well done!” the beefy human shouted as he pulled alongside on his own pod, having to yell over the sound of both pods jetting steam. He steered with the confidence of long practice, as if he rode reliable technology instead of an alien plant that would run out of steam in a few minutes. “That was the perfect thing to do,” the man said. “Those guys hate treehorns! The only prey animal around here that really makes them keep their distance. Like cranky mountain goats crossed with flying squirrels; they’ll charge you into thin air and keep coming. Anyway, that dodge at the last minute was downright professional. You could ride circles around anyone.” 

“Thanks,” Hubcap said drily. “If I was one of you fleshy types, I probably would have wet myself. Now how do I land this thing without an explosion?” 

The human pointed out the part of the aircar platform to aim for, and reminded him that the brakes on his jetpod had snapped into place as soon as it had spun away from the tree. Hubcap pretended that he’d known all along that he could slow down the feral thing, and managed to dock the jetpod with only minor bumps against the railing. With a thought for impressionable audience members back on Earth, he resisted the impulse to scramble free of the harness before anyone got there to help him. 

“Hooray, you’re alive!” Elliot greeted him, flanked by cameras and grinning like a gatorcat. “Way to surprise us all!” 

“Yes, well, I just live to do that,” Hubcap said as he accepted a hand down. He flashed his biggest robotic smile. “Your turn!” 

But it was not to be. They needed to film other things now, which would surely be safer. 

“I imagine you all want some variety anyway,” Anrik said, squinting at the angle of the sun. The cameras filmed the conversation. “Can’t have folks thinking that there’s just a single odd job to be had here!” 

Elliot spread his hands as if visualizing it. “We’ll rebrand the show,” he announced. “Odd Job Off-World: Just The One.” 

Anrik chuckled. “Sounds like a winner. I’d watch that.” 

“Have you seen any of the show?” Elliot asked. 

Anrik shook his head. “We don’t get any broadcasts this far into the fringes. I may have to look it up after this, though. Gotta see our moment of fame!” 

“It will be glorious!” Hubcap assured him, waving Tarja the camerawoman forward for a closeup of Anrik. “That confident posture, the chiseled jaw — this is a boss who knows what he’s doing. He’s not held back by the fact that he’s a meaty fleshling.” 

“Mostly,” Anrik added, stroking his chin with metal fingers. 

“Mostly!” Hubcap agreed. He inspected the cybernetic hand. “I almost forgot. It’s very dashing.” 

“It’s very useful.” Anrik pulled up his sleeve to show an arm that shone gunmetal gray to the elbow. “Much tougher than the one I lost. Fair warning to your viewers: we get hazard pay for a reason here, and it’s not just the risk of space frenzy. Though that’s a big part of it too. If anyone’s found a cure yet, it hasn’t reached us.” 

“Don’t forget the wildlife that wants to eat you,” Hubcap said. “So what happened, did you crash into a tree?” 

Elliot tried to steer the conversation in a lighter direction, but Hubcap insisted on a full rundown. It would be up to the editing department back on Earth whether the footage would be used. 

“At any rate, that was in the early days before we had a full grasp of how powerful the pods are,” Anrik said. “We could have used some sturdy metal folk like yourself to help us out, but at that point they were expensive things to buy, not people to hire, so the beancounters wouldn’t have it.” He shrugged and pulled his sleeve back down. “You’d think things would be different now, but change is slow around here. Anyways, we should get moving. This was a good spot for a test flight, but the real action is up at the big cluster.” 

An explosive hiss made Hubcap whirl, his arms out to shield the humans. Workers looked up at him, nonplussed, while the jetpod that had just been freed of its saddle rocketed away into the forest. 

Hubcap was glad he couldn’t blush. He’d seen Elliot do it, and it seemed to make embarrassment extra humiliating. He straightened up and turned back to the conversation like nothing had happened. 

Anrik thankfully played along. He directed the workers to stow the saddle below deck and get ready to move up the tree. “Take your places,” he said to the TV crew. “Check your safety clips and don’t drop those cameras when we lift free.” 

They did as he suggested, turning off the cameras for the time being and trooping over to line up against the railing. There they tugged on their harnesses and made sure the cables were securely fastened to the hooks. Hubcap also took the precaution of casually grasping the railing in case the ride was bumpy. Elliot did the same, scolding the cameraman next to him for being slow to check his own safety gear. 

Hubcap could hear the workers snickering at all the precautions. Experts that they were, no one was making them wear safety clips. Hubcap pretended not to notice. Instead he watched as they shut the hatch to the aircar’s cabin, then took their own positions and waited while the engines roared to life. 

“Heave-ho!” someone shouted from below deck, moments before the platform jolted and pulled away from the tree. Hubcap simply clamped down on the railing more firmly, noticing that Elliot flinched in a dramatic human fashion. The robot opened his jaw in a smile and tilted his head so his co-host could see it. 

“Silence, toaster oven,” the human said with dignity. 

“Whatever you say, meatbag.” 

The rough tree bark was moving past them more quickly now, and in no time they had reached the most expansive cluster of jetpods. The TV crew held onto the railing while the aircar maneuvered up close to the trunk, coming to rest with a thud. Something underneath them whirred to clamp the rig in place. 

“Nets!” Anrik called, heaving a pile of black cord up onto the platform. While the workers converged, he closed the hatch and told the newcomers to just watch for now. Hubcap and Elliot stayed put. Vic and the three videographers took the chance to edge along the railings for a better view of the workers strapping pods down tight. Vic used her own camera as well, for maximum coverage. 

Hubcap waved over the eldest cameraman and pointed at the straps. “That’s so the pod doesn’t escape if they cut the stem too short,” he narrated. 

“Or fly in an unplanned trajectory,” Elliot added in his deadpan announcer’s voice. “And kill someone.” 

“Right,” Hubcap said, turning to look in a different direction. “With that in mind, who can tell me what Dale is doing wrong?” He gestured toward the young cameraman who had stationed himself directly in front of a pod for better viewing. 

“Hey, greenhorn!” Anrik called. “Move your fool ass outta the line of fire!” 

Dale realized that someone was talking to him, and raised his head from the camera to blush at the number of people waving for him to move. He scrambled to the side with a lack of grace that left Hubcap shaking his head. 

“What are we going to do with him?” the robot asked as the workers continued and Vic had a quiet word with Dale. 

“Remind him until he starts to notice his surroundings,” Elliot said. “Either that or smack him with something next time.” 

“I like this plan.” Hubcap pointed to his co-host. 

“Cutting!” a worker announced. All the cameras turned to watch a sturdy fellow hold clippers far away from his body to sever the stem of the jetpod, much closer to the tree than the one Elliot had cut. That should have been a guarantee that the thing wouldn’t erupt in a geyser of seeds, but the man jumped back anyway. The pod fell tamely into the net with a thump. The workers were already in motion, unlatching its restraints and hauling it toward the aircar. 

“Cutting!” called another voice. The camera crew edged in a different direction to observe. This pod behaved as well, and so did the next. 

“We are O-for-three on the explosion-versus-nothing score,” Hubcap said into a camera, sportscaster-style. “But stem lengths vary. It’s a tense atmosphere, and things could change at any moment.” 

“And that will probably be when a cameraman is standing in just the wrong place,” Elliot added. 

Hubcap sighed. “Dale! Behind you, meathead!” He pointed down at the deck by his side. “C’mere; you’re assigned to railing duty until further notice.” The young human kept his mouth shut and hurried to the patch of deck that Hubcap was still pointing at. He said nothing, but the pink flush of embarrassment reached his ears. “Good boy. Now watch the dance of caution.” The robot gestured toward the workers, who were keeping up a steady pace while staying out of each other’s way. They hauled the pods to Anrik, who levered each one over the side with a hydraulic jack and fastened them to carrying hooks. 

Elliot moved to narrate into a different camera, studying how the pods would be held in place for the ride home. Hubcap stayed where he was. 

Soon enough Anrik announced that they were moving up the tree for another load. “Just a few more, then we’ll be ready to empty the car,” he said. “Take us up, pilot!” He shouted this last to the woman driving the aircar, giving the rookies time to gather at the railing. 

“Wheeeeee!” Hubcap squealed as the platform rose again. Elliot said nothing, serene and unflappable this time. “Wooo — Aw, we’re there.” 

“If you want to put that enthusiasm to work, boyo, I might let you have a shot at harvesting some of these,” Anrik said as the platform docked. Once everything was stable, he brought out the next pile of nets and ushered Hubcap forward. When Anrik looked away, Hubcap gave the nearest camera a thumbs-up and Fist Pump Of Joy. Then he strode forward radiating calm. Elliot snorted at the theatrics. 

“The first thing I want you to do — you too, Coppertop,” Anrik said with a wave to Elliot, “Is to choose a pod. These should all be ripe, so pick any one you like.” 

Hubcap flipped his safety line forward and moved to inspect the nearest jetpods. Elliot did the same, though with far less elegance in minimizing the tripping hazard. He was efficient though, wasting no time in untangling a net to fling over a pod while Hubcap was still feeling ridges and rapping on pods with his metal knuckles. Hubcap saw, and hurried to join him. 

“Faster, new kids!” Anrik laughed. “You’ll never meet quota at that speed!” 

The duo sped up their efforts at pulling the net into place. They eventually got all of the hooks fastened, and stepped back for Anrik’s inspection. 

He tugged on the straps and shoved the pod with a shoulder, then nodded his approval. “Good enough. Now who wants to cut the stem?” 

“Ooh! Pick me!” Hubcap hopped in place. 

Elliot pointed at him. 

“All right, then.” Anrik waved for everyone else to get out of the way, then produced a pair of long-handled gardening shears. “You wait for my go, okay?” 

“Yes sir!” Hubcap accepted the tool with glee. 

Anrik pointed to a place on the stem well away from the pod. “Cut here. Or better yet—” as Hubcap nodded eagerly, he tugged a pen from his pocket and marked a fat black line on the stem. “Here. Got it?” 

Hubcap saluted. “Got it!” 

Anrik snorted and walked to the far side of the deck. “Everybody ready?” At the affirmatives, he nodded to the robot. “Cut it clean, then jump back.” 

“Right!” Hubcap lined up the shears with Anrik’s mark, ignoring the ominous melody that his co-host was humming. “Cutting!” he announced, then sliced and leapt back like it had bitten him. 

The pod thumped to the deck, swaddled in netting. 

“Woo!” Hubcap said. 

“Aw, no explosion,” Elliot said. “I mean, good job.” 

“Let’s get it in place, boys,” Anrik hurried them on. Hubcap set down the shears and joined Elliot in wrestling their catch toward the rail. The ridges made this more than a little challenging. Workers and camera crew moved around them, doing their best not to bump into each other. They were mostly successful. 

When the pod rolled farther than expected, causing a worker to jump back, he collided with Graham the cameraman. 

“Whoa, sorry!” Graham said, regaining his balance. 

“Watch where you’re standing!” the local snapped. “You’re in my way!” 

“I said sorry,” the elder cameraman repeated, eyeing the younger man and stepping back, lowering his camera. Hubcap swore internally and tried to edge closer without letting go of the pod. Heads popped up all across the platform and Vic hurried forward. 

He’s a bigot, he hates robots, he thinks I’m going to send others to take his job and now he’s taking it out on Graham— 

But the man was too furious for that. Face red and veins bulging, he barked “Not good enough!” His hands curled into fists and his eyes looked wild. 

Graham dove to the side and rolled as the man swung at him. Someone yelled “That’s frenzy!” and all of the workers rushed their comrade. 

The grayhaired cameraman scrambled clear while the other newcomers stared, cameras riveted on the scene. Thoughts of Not again and Not already chased each other through Hubcap’s head. He kept clear of the scuffle. They had it handled. 

“Got him!” called Anrik’s voice from the middle of the dogpile. “Power down!” The wordless yelling of the pinned man trailed off, and the pile of humans stilled. It looked to Hubcap like they were deliberately breathing in unison. After a long minute, Anrik gave the cue to get up carefully. 

The workers disentangled themselves, each holding something small and round ready in one hand. Hubcap didn’t recognize the brand, but these were obviously stunners of some kind. The man at the bottom of the pile was breathing evenly with his eyes open. 

Anrik felt his pulse and exchanged looks with the safety guy. “Leaving early,” Anrik announced. The workers rushed to haul in the rest of the pods, while the camera crew filmed it all. 

Hubcap showed his best concerned face to the nearest camera while Elliot approached Anrik and the fallen man. 

“Keep your distance, friend,” Anrik told him. “No use chancing anything.” He waggled the round item in his hand, which was set lightly against his own leg. 

“I will,” Elliot said. “I was just wondering about your type of sedative.” He held up a pen-shaped object that Hubcap recognized as the match to the one he carried in his own leg compartment. “It looks more effective on frenzy than ours is.” Hubcap had noticed the same thing. He listened intently now. 

“I’ll give you the rundown when the danger’s over,” Anrik said tersely. “Just keep an eye on your own for any emotion they’re not prone to.” 

Elliot nodded, and rejoined the crew. “Everybody feeling okay?” The humans all sounded off as unsettled, but not frenzied. 

“Good, cuz I’m watching you fleshy types,” Hubcap said. “And any camera you break comes right out of your salary.” What went unsaid was Don’t break yourselves. 

Not again. 

“Careful now,” Anrik was saying to his team as they opened the trapdoor hatch that led down to the cabin. “Put him in the back seat. It’s farther from the door, but it has the good harness.” The camera crew turned to see the deck clear of jetpods, and the fallen worker being carried toward the hatch. Anrik looked at them. “Hurry up.” 

They hurried, still filming. Elliot followed Vic while Hubcap took up a position beside the ladder with his own syringe of sedative at the ready. All of the camerapeople passed under his watchful eye, and he shut the hatch after himself. The aircar roared to life. It separated from the tree slowly, then gathered speed and flew back toward the base like all the predators on the continent were behind it with mouths open wide. 
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“So Anrik,” Hubcap said, “What can you tell our viewers about this ‘space frenzy’ business?” His footsteps echoed down the hall outside the medical wing, and the camera crew adjusted volume controls to compensate. The air here was full of familiar human scents: body odor, perfume, soap. Hubcap had added Anrik’s individual odor to his scent bank earlier, and now the man glowed on his mental map the same green as the TV crew around him. None of the unknowns in the building were close enough to be a concern at the moment. 

Hubcap tilted his head at Anrik while they walked, waiting for an answer and hoping that it would be one the editors would like. Frenzy was common knowledge, but the editors always wanted people to over-explain things just in case. They could edit it down. 

“Well, it’s terrible stuff,” Anrik replied. “We still don’t know why it happens. People suddenly get stuck on an emotion and work themselves into a froth. If the emotion’s an angry one, it can get dangerous for everybody. We get a lot of it here, but it’s worth it for the exports we’re harvesting. Jet pods are in high demand, and more importantly, some of the native creatures make venom that can be scienced into the best sedative for frenzy yet. In fact—” 

Vic interrupted. “Sorry, looks like the lead microphone cut out. Can you try that again? Short and punchy for the TV?” 

Anrik huffed and adjusted his posture, looking from Graham’s camera to Tarja’s. Both videographers — tan graybeard and tawny brunette — gave him the silent thumbs-up while the others trailed farther down the narrow hallway. Elliot walked on Anrik’s other side, the picture of calm patience while Hubcap nodded eagerly at the crew chief to continue. 

“Frenzy can be terrifying,” Anrik said. “We’re lucky not to have it on Earth. Back home, when someone is really happy or angry or sad, we don’t expect them to die of it. But out here, we have to keep an eye on each other, and keep a sedative handy.” He pulled something fist-sized from his pocket and held it up for the cameras. “This is our latest and greatest. We call it a SedEgg.” The silvery thing reflected the overhead lights, with a sparkling golden band and an odd tapering shape. 

“Pretty,” Hubcap said. “Why’s it shaped like it came from a constipated duck?” 

Anrik smiled. “That’s so it doesn’t get away if you drop it. Look.” He bent to set the thing down, and there was a brief shuffling of camera angles. When everyone settled, Anrik aimed down the hall and let it roll. The SedEgg wobbled in a tight circle. “Clever, yeah? No losing the things when you need them most.” He stood back up, and the camera crew followed. “Lemme show you how it works. Come close now.” 

Tarja moved her camera forward while Anrik demonstrated. He squeezed the gold band and pressed a finger against the small end, which made the wide base snap open to show a field of hypodermic needles. 

“Galloping gearshafts, man,” Hubcap exclaimed. “Overkill much?” 

Elliot murmured agreement. 

“When the frenzy takes a body, you’ve got to be sure that you tag ‘em the first time,” Anrik said. “This mess of spikes will go through a decent layer of clothes, and the sedative doesn’t cause problems with overdosing.” 

“That’s impressive. Humans are notoriously vulnerable to extra chemicals in their bloodstreams.” 

“I know, right?” Anrik laughed and put the thing away. “I don’t pretend to understand how it works on a scientific level, but I can tell you that it does. We harvest the ingredients locally, and that’s the main reason we’re here. My crew’s jetpod harvest is a nice gig for the extreme sports market, but saving folks from the frenzy is where it’s at. When the jetpods aren’t in season, I’ll be harvesting venom with the rest.” 

“Would you say that’s more or less fraught with danger?” Hubcap asked. 

“Oh more, for certain,” Anrik said. “Jetpods don’t fight back. Well, not much. And there’s been more frenzy than usual lately too.”

“Is it a different prospect,” Elliot asked, “Handling frenzy attacks that high up? I noticed you folks don’t wear harnesses.” 

Anrik shrugged one shoulder. “We just have to be quick to react, and tackle the person to the deck before sedating them. Otherwise somebody might take a header.” 

Hubcap nodded. “I’m sure it helps to have sedatives that don’t waste time. And I assume that those needles have an antibacterial coating of some sort, to prevent other problems?” 

“Of course. Don’t want an infection from the life-saving tool.” 

“Good.” Hubcap nodded again in satisfaction. “We newbies would do well to get SedEggs of our own, yes? They look a little more effective than our best model.” The robot pulled a small hypospray from his leg compartment. 

“That looks like a decent one-shot,” Anrik said. “Assuming the patient holds still for you.” 

Hubcap flexed a metal hand theatrically and intoned, “I can make them hold still.” He relaxed. “But yes, it’s a bit annoying. Where might we find these?” 

Anrik led the way. The hall opened up to where they could walk more easily without bumping shoulders, with the camera crew soft-shoeing it backwards ahead of the group. Anrik did a fine job of pretending this was a normal stroll through the compound. He only glanced up a couple of times when Vic silently guided the other three around trash cans and passersby. 

“So what do you well-travelled TV types think of our operation so far?” Anrik asked, turning the conversation around. 

Hubcap held up a finger. “It is full of danger and excitement. I look forward to learning more.” 

“This is a fascinating place,” Elliot said. “One of the nicer-looking Earthlike worlds we’ve seen in a while. What’s that travel slogan? Pretty to look at and alien enough to look at twice? And the air is even breathable, if a little funny-smelling.” 

“Yes, may your fleshy gods forbid you ever have to wear a gas mask and cover up your boyish good looks.” 

“Hey now,” Elliot objected in his deepest voice. “I have manly good looks, thank you very much. And rugged charm.” 

“Nope, definitely boyish,” the robot insisted. “You need a few more wrinkles to have rugged charm. Or a scar.” 

“Anyways,” Elliot said to Anrik, “It’s a nice location. We’re lucky no other intelligent race called dibs first. Something to be said for exploring the outskirts of the galaxy, I guess.” 

“Yep,” Anrik agreed. “This may be the boonies, but it’s human-claimed boonies.” 

Hubcap made a throat-clearing noise. “Earth-claimed, if you please.” 

“Right; sorry. Earthlings all around.” 

Hubcap inclined his head in a gracious nod, accepting the human’s apology. 

Elliot kept talking. “At any rate, I’m glad we’re here. Everything we’ve seen so far is fascinating. I understand tomorrow we’ll go out on a science expedition with the biologist contingent. It should be interesting to see how their role here differs from the jetpod harvesting.” 

Anrik nodded. “That lot gets up early. They were already out in the field by the time you arrived today. Make sure you get plenty of sleep tonight.” 

“Will it be challenging?” Hubcap asked. “Difficult for the squishy humans?” 

“Difficult for you too, I’ll wager. The beasties don’t take kindly to people harvesting their venom.” 

“I would hardly expect otherwise.” 

They arrived at the stockroom where SedEggs were kept. Anrik opened the door and directed attention to the one-button vending machine that kept track of distribution. Tarja filmed over Anrik’s shoulder while he pressed his hand to the identity scanner. When it lit up green, he spoke into the microphone port: “For the newly-arrived TV folk.” Then he hit the button six times and retrieved shiny new SedEggs from the tray. 

The camera crew filmed Hubcap and Elliot accepting the devices, then shut off the cameras to properly stow their own. At the insistence of both Vic and Anrik, they made sure to put them within easy reach. 

“Are these all for restocking the vending machine?” Elliot asked about the boxes piled against the far wall. 

The cameras were still turned off, so Anrik answered candidly. “And for when it breaks.” He opened a box to show half of its contents gone. “When lives are on the line, there’s no time to be messing around with proper procedure.” He opened a different one. “The refills are over here, which the machine doesn’t dispense. Not the easiest thing to install, but it makes for less of a pile of empty eggs to deal with. We make the sedation, but a factory somewhere makes the SedEggs themselves, and ships them back to us complete. Usually too many. But I’m not complaining.” 

“I see why you directed our cameras away from that side of the room,” Dale said with a smirk. “Are you supposed to use the machine every time?” 

“That is the official way, yes,” Anrik said. “But the Earthbound beancounters who make those rules have never dealt with frenzy.” 

“Just how common is it here?” Dale asked, fidgeting with his camera strap. “Are there some areas that get it more, or...?” 

Anrik clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. “It’s pretty common; I won’t lie. But we know how to deal with it. Just keep a calm lookout. A level head is the best defense, along with your trusty SedEgg.” 

“And your trusty robot,” Hubcap put in. “Honestly, I’m surprised I don’t see others. I’d think you’d want people who are immune working here.” 

“We do!” Anrik said. “But the law is new enough that there hasn’t been much of a chance to hire any. We only get a certain number of passenger ships per year, and well, they need to apply for the job first.” 

“They haven’t?” Hubcap asked. “I am disappointed. Both in my fellow bots and in your marketing people. You’re obviously not advertising in the right place. When the ruling first came down and I was wandering around free, I was certain that I’d end up picking trash for lack of anything better to do. Something like this would have been great.” 

“Maybe we can help get the word out,” Elliot suggested with a glance at Vic. “Put a little segment at the end of the first episode about the need for robots specifically. I know that a lot of them watch the show for ideas.” 

Vic nodded. “That could increase our viewer base too. I’m sure the producers would be on board.” 

“I should think so,” Anrik said. “I’ll tell you: the first thing I thought when I heard there was a show called ‘Odd Jobs Off-World’ was that it sounded like a fine source of potential careers. Your own marketing people didn’t miss a trick. And thank you, that would make things better for us.” He lowered his voice, eyes flicking down the hall. “It’s a pretty tight balance at times, proving to the moneygrubbers that the whole operation is worth what they spend on it. Our company basically rents space here from the Earth government, and that rent is high.” 

“Even with the miraculous fantastical SedEggs?” Hubcap wanted to know. “If you harvest the ingredients for them here, and they’re the best, you should be rolling in money.” 

Anrik shook his head. “This place takes a lot to keep running. And there’s hazard pay for a reason, not to mention more safety inspections than you’d expect for someplace this far from Earth.” 

Vic frowned. “Is it because of the frenzy, or other dangers?” 

“Probably both, though the inspectors really only got interested when they started getting higher-than-average reports of frenzy here. Never mind the fact that we’re handling it just fine. They’re still poking their noses in to make sure we do things by the book!” He sighed in exasperation. “I shouldn’t complain. They’re just following the rules like the rest of us. But it gets a little irritating.” 

Vic glanced at the inert cameras. “We understand. There’s been more attention than usual thrown our way since a frenzy incident last season. If our next few episodes don’t make enough profit to pay off the fines, we’ll be shut down. But that’s strictly off record.” 

Anrik nodded and touched a finger to his lips. “Not a word.” 

Elliot sighed. “Add that to the usual pressures to get more people watching with each episode,” he said. “They’re not making it easy on us. Never mind how many people are helped and entertained, or how many businesses get showcased, it’s all about the ratings and viewcounts.” 

Hubcap nodded with vigor. “There is rampant asshattery in the command structure. That’s off record too.” 

Anrik draped a companionable arm across the shoulders of each co-host and spoke to Vic. “My friends, I think we can help each other out. Let’s see what kind of TV-worthy excitement we can rustle up in the remainder of the day to encourage some of your metal viewers to come join the fun.” 
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Chapter 3
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Elliot looked from the one-gallon bucket in his hands to the growth of alien popperweed in the emptied storage closet. The bucket was much too small to cover it. Ventilated air breezed past, carrying the smell of cleaning chemicals and the sound of Hubcap chattering on about his plan for tackling the rogue weed. The robot was the picture of confidence. Elliot, however, had done a stint of professional yard work between auditions, along with tending a garden or two of his own, and he had significant doubts. 

The plant was enormous and volatile. Its leaves spread like an extra-feathery fern colored in anemic yellows, and the long stems held poppers in the final stages of ripening: rust-red seeds peeked through the seams of the long fruits. This thing had grown remarkably well for something hidden in the back of a closet. 

Hubcap held out a hand. “Gimme the bucket. I’ve got this.” 

“If you say so,” Elliot said, passing it over. “Did I tell you about the time I fell into a Peruvian pricker bush? And how many prickers I had to get off my clothes, skin, and hair?” 

“Nope!” Hubcap said cheerfully. He brandished a pair of wire-cutting shears. “I have none of those things. Shoo.” 

“On your head be it,” Elliot announced. “I’ll be out here with the door closed.” 

Anrik chuckled from the doorway. “I’m sure you can handle it just fine,” he said to Hubcap. “Your reflexes are bound to be better than ours. And yeah, no clothes to get the bits caught in! I tell you, nothing’s more annoying than getting stuck with popperweed duty only to track the things into your own living quarters. They’re ungodly sticky.” 

Elliot edged past Anrik to join the camera crew in the hall, where they were monitoring the screens of two remote-control rigs. 

Before Anrik closed the door, Hubcap spoke up. “I have only one question.” 

“What’s that?” Anrik asked. 

“Is every plant on this world explosive?” 

“Nope, just the fun ones.” Anrik backed out the door with a smile. “Good luck!”

The door clicked shut, echoing from the two viewscreens. Elliot took a position at Vic’s elbow to watch as Hubcap turned to regard his adversary. The robot angled his metal eyebrows into his best determined scowl and approached the popperweed. 

Anrik had described the complicated steps that the workers usually took to remove the weeds, using tarps, tape, and several people. Elliot would have liked to use the trusted methods, but he’d been outvoted. Hubcap had made a convincing case that this way made better television. Surely he could snip the stems without setting the poppers off, and pin everything between the bucket and the floor rather than the corner that the plant was smugly occupying at the moment. Surely. 

Elliot knew full well that the robot had never trimmed a plant before, but it was Vic’s choice as director, and the tall woman had been grinning when she gave him the go-ahead. The people in charge of casting hadn’t shared their reasons, but Elliot was fairly sure that this sort of shenanigans was what they’d had in mind when hiring the two co-hosts. Elliot had the levelheaded demeanor and the TV experience, while Hubcap had the enthusiasm. 

It’s a good thing we emptied the closet first, Elliot thought. Just in case those phenomenal robotic skills aren’t up to doing this without a mess. 

He watched as Hubcap settled on a line of attack. The robot knelt on one knee with the bucket clamped in place with his other leg (something that Elliot winced at on behalf of his own knees), then positioned the bucket as best he could. It was still far too small, but it would catch some of the seedsplosion. With all the care of a surgeon, Hubcap lined up the shears and closed his metal fingers around the bundle of stems. 

Elliot stifled a laugh as red seeds exploded in all directions. The first popper set off the others in a rolling cacophony of tiny impacts, thundering into the bucket and peppering the robot as well as the walls. The camera crew managed to keep their reactions to a professional volume. Anrik brayed with amusement. 

On the viewscreen, Hubcap held his position until all the popping was done. Then he snipped through the stem bundle and trapped the spent weeds under the bucket. 

“I got it!” he called through the door. 

Elliot swung the door open with cameras behind him, and he burst into laughter as he surveyed the scene. “You sure did!” he said. “You got it right in the face. Can you even see?” 

Red seeds covered the robot’s eye sensors along with the rest of him. Hubcap turned his head toward the wall. “Who said that?” 

Anrik appeared at the door with a wet cloth, saying nothing but grinning widely. Hubcap accepted this and wiped his face with dignity. Anrik produced more wet cloths and a pair of squeegees. 

Elliot joined him in tackling the walls. “So, Peruvian pricker bushes,” Elliot said. The cameras filmed from the corners and the doorway. His voice was calm, measured, and full of amusement. “They’re an accidental success of a hedge, cultivated for their berries and kept as an effective deterrent to trespassers. Depending on the season, a plunge into one of those might land you in the hospital. I was lucky, and only got the small prickers.” 

Elliot and Anrik traded anecdotes about disobedient plant life while they cleaned the closet and Hubcap cleaned himself. This sort of talk made for more interesting footage, a better rapport with the show’s guest stars, and it made the experience more enjoyable for everyone. 

Plus it made Hubcap roll his eyes each time Elliot came out with yet another story about things he had done or seen. “You did not have seeds sprout in your shoes,” the robot said. “You made that up.” 

“They really did!” Elliot insisted. “I’d walked through newly-seeded soil and got a bunch jammed in the treads, then left the boots outside in what turned out to be a really damp area. I forgot where I’d put the boots, and by the time I found them, there was a tiny crop of sprouts growing from the bottom. They were lying on their sides, see, and got just enough sun.” 

“Sure they did.” 

All told, the adventure took less than an hour, which left them with more free time before dinner. Anrik had another idea. Once the weedy mess was bundled away into the trash and the brooms and whatnot were put back in the closet, Anrik led the way eagerly toward a different part of the compound. 

There was something else just perfect to throw a robot at. 

“So, how alien would you say these creatures look?” Elliot asked as they walked, with cameras trained on the conversation. These hallways were color-coded differently from the last, but were otherwise identical. “On a scale of ‘cutesy puppy’ to ‘tentacle horror’?” 

“Eh, tentacle frog?” Anrik replied. “They’re weird looking, but not too bad. Just don’t touch ’em without gloves.” 

“That toxic?” Elliot asked. 

“I’ll say yes, shockingly toxic,” Anrik said. “I wasn’t around for the initial discovery of the little critters, but I would bet you money that there were fatalities. And they’re not even aggressive; you just can’t touch them.” 

“Until you need to, for science.” Elliot looked over his shoulder. “You ready to wash some tentacle frogs, Invulnerable One?” 

But Hubcap wasn’t there. 

A confused moment later, his voice could be heard down an adjoining hallway, with the distinct tone of taking someone to task. “Prop that up this instant; it’s about to fall over. And who decided to store this medicine on its side? The sediment will clog the applicator. Do you lack the strength to lift — here, let me do it. Honestly. Humans.” 

Vic and Elliot spun to follow the sound. 

Anrik smothered a curse. “What is he doing?” he demanded. “He’s not allowed in there. I’m not allowed in there!” He pointed at the orange stripe on the wall. “I only took us around the back as a shortcut!” 

Elliot let Vic handle Anrik’s questions, tuning them both out. He’d reached a door that was just swinging shut, with an indignant robot and confused humans on the other side. He didn’t bother to read the sign over it. “I’ll get him,” he said to Vic. “You guys stay out here. Let’s not make it worse.” He slipped inside to a well-lit room that smelled of antiseptic. 

Hubcap was fastening tongue depressors to an IV hose with medical tape, while chastising the medical professionals for not fixing the kink in the line earlier. “Using partially-activated cooling gel is one thing, but there is no excuse for this. The patient is unconscious and would not notice that the medicine isn’t reaching her, and I will NOT have that on my conscience.” 

A man standing behind him was insisting that he’d been about to fix the problem himself, but Hubcap wasn’t convinced. 

“Hubcap,” Elliot said from the doorway. “This isn’t your job.” 

The robot pointed a tongue depressor at him. “It still needs to be done.” 

“I think they can handle it now.” Elliot looked from Hubcap to the woman on a gurney with bandages on her arms, to the half dozen people in medical scrubs wearing expressions that ranged from confusion to suppressed anger. 

“Will you get him out of here?” exploded a man with his arms full of medicine bottles. “He just waltzed in and—” 

An older woman with an air of authority made calming gestures and the man shut his mouth with a click of teeth. “Your expertise is appreciated,” the woman said to Hubcap. “We have things under control. You may go back to your previous task with a clear conscience.” 

Hubcap muttered and strapped more tape in place, then set the supplies on a desk and moved toward the door. He turned back to push the tongue depressors farther from the edge, and left with his head held high. “Do your best, humans. I’ll be around if you need me.” 

Elliot held the door open for him. While Hubcap fended off attention from the camera crew and a distraught Anrik, Elliot waved apologetically and whispered “Sorry.”

Before he could leave, the older woman pulled him aside. “I’ve trained with rescue bots,” she said in an undertone. “I always figured they’d be opinionated when off the clock. See if you can keep an eye on him, all right?” 

“Yes ma’am,” Elliot agreed. “He’s been retired for longer than I’ve known him, but that doesn’t stop him butting in. And opinionated doesn’t begin to cover it.” 

“I can see that. If I’d put in as much time as he probably has in getting humans out of self-inflicted predicaments, I’d be opinionated too.” 

Elliot nodded. With another wave, he stepped outside and closed the door. 

––––––––
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Hubcap didn’t need protective gear for safety’s sake, but he’d learned long ago that it was easier to remove the gear than to wash his various seams and joints to perfection. So when the TV crew was barred entry to the new filming location unless they suited up with gloves, aprons, and long-sleeved plasticky clothes, he went along with it. Not without critiquing the fashion, of course. 

“This is lovely,” Hubcap said. “Marshmallow mystique. Or Trashcan Liner Lifestyle.” He posed, modeling the white clothes under the room’s multicolored lighting: clear from the ceiling, blue and green from the various fish tanks that lined the walls. “This will be all the rage once our viewers catch sight of it, I’m sure.”

He hoped for witty banter from Elliot, since the cameras were coming online, but Elliot was deep in conversation with Vic and the local authority figure. A glance toward that side of the room showed a tall thin person of indeterminate gender but very stubborn body language. Apparently there was some convincing to be done if the duo were allowed to handle things they shouldn’t. 

A sound of disgust pulled Hubcap’s attention back to the camera crew. Dale was coughing about a sudden smell, while Graham waved a hand in front of his face and Tarja tried to pin the blame on something in the tanks. 

Hubcap blinked over to heat vision long enough to spot a warm patch of air, then shared his findings. “Let the evidence show,” he declared, “That there is a cloud of gas the exact temperature of a human’s insides following Tarja.” He pointed with a flourish. 

The woman gave him a withering look while her coworkers exclaimed in amusement and Anrik chuckled from his seat next to a table full of more tanks. 

“Thanks a lot, Hubcap,” Tarja said. 

“You’re very welcome! Just putting my abilities to their intended use.” 

She busied herself aiming her camera at the nearest blue tank. “Keep it up, and I am going to unscrew your feet.” 

Hubcap barked a laugh and spun on his heel, striding over to thump down into a chair next to Anrik. 

“I need my feet,” Hubcap told him. 

“I’m sure you do!” Anrik said with a grin. 

While the camera crew got to work filming background footage, a door opened with a clang, admitting a delicate twig of a human. Her hair was a pale green that certainly wasn’t factory standard. She wore gloves that reached her armpits, and she carried a sealed bucket that sloshed as she hauled it up onto the table by Hubcap and Anrik. 

She gave them a nod of greeting. “‘Scuse me,” she said. “Food for these guys.” 

Hubcap rotated in his chair. “Feeding time? Let’s get the cameras over here!” 

The woman shook her head as Hubcap waved at the crew. “Not yet, just putting it here for later.” 

“Oh. Pity.” Hubcap lowered his arm. “What do they eat?” He glanced at the pale blobby things in the tank while the woman wrenched open the bucket to show him. 

“It’s a variety of plants,” she said, fishing out a handful of stringy seaweed. “This tank is all new captures, and we’re trying to find something they like.” 

“Looks tasty,” Hubcap said. He peered into the bucket. “Leaves and stems and slimy, slimy water plants. Is that one tied in knots?” 

The woman looked where he pointed and pulled up a tangled mess of waterweeds. She frowned. “That could explain why Ilsa didn’t get much gathered this morning. What a waste of time.” She tried to untangle the clump, only succeeding in freeing a couple strands that were studded with complicated knots. “Excuse me,” she said. “I need to have words with someone.” She gathered the dripping bundle and left with another curt nod. 

“Well,” Hubcap said. “Guess we didn’t need to film that. Getting people in trouble isn’t good TV.” 

“Not unless it turns out that the animals did it instead of the human!” Anrik said, spreading his fingers. “Big exposé: Scientist Blamed For Slacking Off, Discovers Knot-tying Talent In Wildlife!” 

Hubcap pointed at the tank. “That wildlife?” 

Anrik shrugged. “Eh, probably not.” 

“Yeah, these barely have heads, much less hands.” Hubcap gave the slow-moving creatures inside the tank some proper scrutiny. They oozed through puffs of algae like apathetic snot balls — shapeless, yellow-white, and underwhelming. “These look nothing like frogs. Anrik, your eyes are broken.” 

Anrik shrugged, adjusting the glove on his metal hand. “More like frogs than puppies.” 

“So’s your mother,” Hubcap replied. 

Anrik laughed at that. “Man, it must be a long time since I’ve talked with a robot if that surprised me. I would expect a ‘So is your maternal unit,’” he said, affecting an electronic voice. 

Hubcap looked away from the heavily-reinforced glass tank to regard Anrik. “I’ve got to ask, are you sure there aren’t any other reasons why there are no robots here?” 

“No, it really is just a matter of hiring new people,” Anrik said. “There’s pretty high turnover, with a ship every three months. That’s for supplies and passengers both, which is why things tend to break and stay broken.” He gave Hubcap a sidelong look. “Like medical equipment. Folks get creative with temporary fixes.” 
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