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	The Carpethrian Call of the Wild

	 

	 

	 

	"It's time," Hank grunted at the helm of the Effervescent Magnitude as the gorgeous star cruiser hurtled through deep space.

	"Already?" Captain Bartholomew Quasar's brow wrinkled. He glanced at his favorite Carpethrian helmsman who didn't resemble a man at all. Hank looked more like a drunk orangutan or an overweight sloth suffering from irritable bowel syndrome. "Didn't we make a stop six months ago?"

	Hank turned in his swivel chair. "In Earth time, yes sir. But Carpethria's years are much shorter."

	"So it's been over a year since your last…" Quasar cleared his throat, leaning back in his deluxe-model captain's chair. "Mating season?"

	Bill snickered.

	"What are you doing on the bridge, Bill?" Quasar snapped.

	"Uh…" The goofy smile dropped from Bill's face.

	"Go back to engineering where you belong. Seriously. Who ever heard of a ship's engineer hanging around the bridge all day and snickering at inappropriate moments. Go on, get out of here, or I'll demote you back to janitor!"

	Hanging his head, Bill left the bridge.

	"The same goes for anybody else within earshot." Captain Quasar's steely-eyed gaze swept across his bridge crew. They stared back at him silently. "This is no laughing matter. Our dear helmsman must return to his home world, and we'll make sure he gets there. Or…he will, rather. He is our helmsman, after all."

	"Captain."

	Startled, Quasar drew back from his first officer who had a habit of appearing at his elbow without warning.

	"Yes, Commander?"

	"Permission to speak freely, sir."

	"Always." He gave her a dashing smile which, as usual, did nothing to alleviate the stoic expression on her olive-toned features. Perhaps someday she would appreciate his blond, blue-eyed charm. Opposites were said to attract, after all.

	"Sir, we cannot continue to reverse course every six months." She kept her voice low. "There is a galaxy out there for us to explore, and we can't do that if we're tethered by this Carpethrian's…needs."

	"Humph," said Hank. Like most Carpethrians, he had exceptional hearing—despite the fact that both his ears were hidden beneath copious amounts of shaggy fur.

	"What do you suggest, then?" Quasar lowered his voice as well. "That we ignore his reproductive cycle? He's apt to become surly."

	"I doubt we would really notice a difference, sir."

	"Humph."

	"Perhaps we should continue this discussion in the conference room, Commander." Before Quasar and Wan could excuse themselves from the bridge, the intercom button on the captain's armrest lit up. Quasar punched it with a thumb. "Yes?"

	"Bill here," said the ship's engineer. "Just wanted to let you know I made it safely down to the engineering deck. Didn't want you to worry about me or anything."

	Quasar palmed his forehead.

	"Oh, and one other thing," Bill continued. "The reactor could really use a tune-up. So if we're already headed to Carpethria anyway, maybe we could have them take a look at it. You know, since they're the ones who installed it and everything."

	Quasar raised an eyebrow at Commander Wan. She hesitated before giving him a slow nod, the resignation in her eyes clear to see.

	"Set a course to your home world, Hank ol' buddy," Quasar ordered.

	"Yes sir." With something akin to a spring in his movements, Hank swept his four very hairy arms across the helm console, setting coordinates for Carpethria.

	"Captain," Wan said, "if this is their annual mating season, wouldn't it stand to reason the Carpethrian engineers would be…otherwise occupied? Unable to work on our ship's reactor?"

	"We'll make it a quickie." Quasar gave her a wink. "In and out. Wham-bam, thank you alien friends. Won't keep them long at all. And I'm sure Hank won't keep us docked longer than necessary while he fulfills his duties. Providing for the continuation of his species. Progeny, and whatnot. Didn't take him very long last time, from what I recall."

	"Humph."

	Quasar's intercom lit up again. "Really, Bill?"

	"Uh-about the reactor, Captain…" Bill cleared his throat. "It might need maintenance a little sooner than I thought."

	Crimson warning lights flashed along the perimeter of the bridge as the ship screeched and shuddered to an abrupt halt. Quasar pounded his armrest with a fist. 

	"Maybe if you spent more of your time in engineering—!"

	"I think I can fix it," Bill replied as languidly as ever. "Just might take us a bit. To sort things out, you know. Get the ship ship-shape." He snickered at his little pun.

	"How long?" Quasar glanced at Hank. The Carpethrian gripped his console, staring into the void of space via the ship's main viewscreen.

	"No more than a day or two."

	"Get on it." Quasar leapt from his chair. "Hank, you're with me."

	"Captain?" Wan and Hank said in unison.

	"You have the bridge, Number Wan," Quasar said with another wink. She pressed her lips into a firm line at the ridiculous moniker. "Hank and I are taking a little trip."

	"Where, sir?" Hank lumbered after the captain.

	"To Carpethria, of course."

	"But the reactor—"

	"We'll take a transport pod."

	"Captain." Commander Wan stepped forward with a hand on his chair. "It will take you nearly two days to reach Carpethria. By the time the reactor is up and running again—"

	"We'll already be there." Quasar flashed a winning smile. "Beats sitting around here for forty-eight hours, eh Hank?"

	The Carpethrian shrugged his superior set of shoulders noncommittally, but his movements were quicker than usual.

	"Have a transport pod ready and waiting for us, Commander," Quasar said. "There's not a minute to waste."

	 

	 

	Hank was not one to express his feelings verbally—besides the occasional humph—so it came as no surprise when the Carpethrian failed to thank Quasar while they drifted away from the Magnitude's starboard launch bay in a cramped transport pod and set course for Carpethria at full impulse power. What did surprise the captain was when Hank cleared one of his throats, giving his voice an oddly harmonic quality, and muttered,

	"You didn't have to come along, sir."

	"It's my pleasure. You think I'd rather be stuck dead in the water, so to speak? No thanks. These boots were made for walking." Quasar nodded toward his feet, propped up on his side of the navigation console, leaving all of the actual navigating to Hank. "Besides, I seem to recall that I rather enjoyed my last visit to your home world, and I—"

	"I rigged the reactor, sir."

	"Come again?" Quasar's boots dropped to the deck as he faced his helmsman.

	"I was hoping you'd send me alone this time."

	"You broke my ship?"

	"I'm sorry, sir. But it had to be done. "

	Quasar's mouth hung open. "Why?" 

	"I'm-uh…a little embarrassed about this."

	This? What was this? Certainly the act of procreation itself could not be cause for the Carpethrian's shame. In the captain's experience, there was nothing more glorious in the galaxy than coitus—besides perhaps the Zerubular Nebula with a fresh halo of cosmic dust. 

	"I don't understand. I thought you'd managed to get busy every time we dropped you off for a little procreation recreation."

	Hank grumbled into his fur.

	"You do have a mate, I trust."

	"Yes, sir."

	"And offspring? Little fuzzy-wuzzies?"

	"Two dozen, at last count."

	Again, Quasar found his mouth hanging open. "Then what's the problem?"

	"I'm not allowed to see them, because I do not serve aboard a Carpethrian vessel. Our young are not taught that humans exist until they are of age. To learn about you…hairless creatures…would terrify them. No offense."

	"None taken. Speaking for myself, I'm not entirely hairless." Quasar drew himself up to his fullest height. "Well then. This isn't the mission I signed up for, but it appears your offspring are about to receive an early education. To Carpethria we go, my very hairy friend. With all haste!"

	 

	 

	Nearly two days later, during which time the captain had either dozed or recounted action-packed tales of his glory days as a decorated United World soldier, Hank managed to steer the transport pod to its destination. The planet Carpethria was a giant hazel marble with a swirling misty atmosphere, its people xenophobic and uninterested in off-world affairs. Once upon a time, Carpethria had reached out into the void with a radio signal and found a planet, Earth, with the mineral resources they lacked, and the two worlds had been allies ever since. They weren't as close as brothers, though; more like stand-offish second cousins.

	"A true garden of Eden," Quasar mused as Hank took the transport pod down through the upper atmosphere. The fog eventually cleared to reveal breathtaking vistas of the planet's lush jungles, flora growing as large as it hadn't on Earth since prehistoric times. "I can't believe it's recovered so fast. When evil Emperor Zhan destroyed—"

	"Sir?"

	"Wait. Never mind." Quasar cringed sheepishly. "Alternate timeline." He cleared his throat. "Don't we have to hail them, announce our approach?"

	"Unnecessary, Captain. As long as we follow Carpethrian freighter protocols, we should be able to land without incident."

	"Resourceful." Quasar appraised his helmsman. Obviously, Hank had put a lot of thought into this mission. "So let me see if I understand the situation. Every time we've carted you back here, it really had nothing to do with your mating season?"

	"Correct."

	"You were…just trying to visit your offspring?"

	"Yes, Captain."

	"Who stopped you?"

	"Their mother, sir. She can be a...very formidable obstacle."

	"I see." He didn't. From personal experience, Captain Quasar knew Hank to be quite the formidable adversary himself. Every Carpethrian was trained in the art of hand-to-hand-to-hand-to-hand combat, and Hank excelled at the use of blades as well as pulse weapons. Even unarmed, his surly presence was enough to grant him a wide berth aboard the Effervescent Magnitude.

	"Perhaps it would be best if you…" Hank weighed his words as he maneuvered the pod toward a sheer cliff strung with rope-like vines. "…stayed on board, sir."

	"I'll do no such thing. If it's my fault that you can't see your own offspring, then I'll be the one to set things straight with their mother. What's her name, by the way? Mrs. Hank?" Quasar chuckled to himself.

	The truth was, Hank wasn't even Hank's name. The captain's translation device, sewn into the collar of his uniform, was the best Earth had to offer, but it hadn't experienced enough alien dialects firsthand to be without error. Its syntax and semantics were still limited by the sum total of Earth's human languages, and the Carpethrian tongue seemed to be made up entirely of Neanderthal-like monosyllables and deep-throated noises most humans would deem impolite, if not impossible to emulate. So Mrs. Hank's name was translated as:

	"Shank," Hank muttered.

	"Very well. I will have a conversation with Mrs. Shank and convince her it is in the best interest of her two-dozen-or-so young that they be allowed to meet their father. She will see reason, of course." Quasar glanced over at Hank, whose posture was more hunched-over than usual. "If you don't mind my asking, why is it that hairless creatures such as myself would inspire fear in Carpethrian youngsters?"

	"If my people fear anything, it's baldness."

	Quasar laughed out loud and slapped his knee before he realized Hank wasn't kidding.

	The transport pod banked as it approached a cave hollowed into the cliff-face. Quasar gripped his armrests and cracked one eye open as Hank steered them straight for it. 

	"Done this before, I take it?"

	Hank nodded, all four of his hands moving across the console, managing thrust, yaw, and pitch. The pod floated deep into the black cave without incident and touched down, thrumming as Hank powered off the engine.

	"Well done." Quasar wiped the perspiration off his palms. "Hold on now." He frowned as Hank retrieved a pulse pistol from the emergency compartment and tucked it into the middle of his fur flab. "We're not expecting that sort of trouble, are we?"

	"You brought yours?"

	"Always." Quasar tapped the Cody 52 Special holstered at his side. "But—"

	"Just a precaution." Hank heaved himself out of his seat and lumbered toward the ladder. With the ease of a lanky primate, he hauled his girth up the rungs and popped the roof hatch. 

	Quasar stayed close behind. The last thing he wanted was to be locked inside. Would Hank do such a thing? Quasar didn't think so, but he wouldn't have thought Hank capable of breaking his ship, either.  Anything, it seemed, was possible. 

	"Who goes there?" roared a husky voice that echoed throughout the impenetrable darkness. "I didn't order anything! You better not be one of those cave-to-cave salesmen. I'll kick your ass off the cliff!"

	"Afternoon, Shank," said Hank, dropping from the pod and landing on his furry feet.

	"You again?" she snorted. "Didn't get the hint last time? Thought I made myself crystal clear."

	Quasar squinted, peering into the darkness, but he couldn't make out her form. The exterior light at the mouth of the cave was useless this far inside.

	"How dare you bring that here?" she bellowed.

	"Hello." Quasar raised a hand and smiled, assuming she referred to him. But in the dark, his dashing display of pearly whites went unnoticed.

	"What is the meaning of this, Hank?" Shank demanded. "Have you completely lost what's left of your mind? First you abandon your people to serve aboard a human vessel, you disappear for years, then you return and think all will be forgiven!"

	"Perhaps I can shed a little light on the situation." Quasar leaned through the transport pod's open hatch and gave a voice command for the vessel's external lights to come online. As they did, the darkness scattered, hovering only in shadows at the far corners. There stood Shank, just as hairy and short as Hank, but with at least half a dozen blind young clinging to her chest, squirming as they rooted for her breasts. It took some doing to find the nipples amongst so much fur, but they managed it with admirable aplomb. 

	"What are you looking at?" Shank snarled.

	"Uh…" Quasar blinked. "There you go, ol' buddy. Your little rascals. How about you say hello, pat them on the heads, and we'll be on our way?"

	Hank stood within arms' reach of his mate. At first glance, they looked identical—except for the nursing youngsters adding more girth to Shank's torso.

	"I don't have much time," he grunted. "This is my last chance."

	"If imprinting was so important to you, then you wouldn't have left us. You want them to know who their father is? You should've stayed here where you belong!"

	"I have a job to do. They need me."

	"And we don't? You've really got your priorities straight," she sneered.

	"So, where are the other little guys?" Quasar dropped from the pod and clapped his hands together. "Can't wait to meet them."

	Shank wrapped all four of her arms around her young sucklings, shielding them protectively. "Get back into your vessel, human."

	Quasar attempted another dashing smile now that the lights were on. It still had no effect.

	"Listen," he said. "I can see you're unhappy with Hank, and you have every right to be. Absentee fathers are the scum of the universe. No offense." He patted Hank on his right superior shoulder.

	"Humph."

	"I take full responsibility for taking Hank off-world. Once upon a time, you see, my star cruiser, the Effervescent Magnitude, was docked at your illustrious shipyards while your esteemed engineers installed a cold fusion near-lightspeed reactor. More trouble than it was worth, truth be told, but that's beside the point. What matters is that we were set upon by Arachnoid bounty hunters, and Hank—"

	"Shut your hairless mouth," Shank snapped. "He decided to remain aboard your ship. Nobody forced him to. But he can't have it both ways." She backed up a step. "Hank's had four years to change his mind, but now it's too late. They'll never know who their true father is. They'll only know who I say he is."

	"Lank?" Hank grunted.

	"Lank…" Quasar stage-whispered.

	"My cousin. Always had a thing for Shank."

	"If he's the first male they see when they open their eyes…so be it," she said. She chuckled a deep, hearty chuckle. "Course, he's got only one eye to look back at them with, but at least it'll be an eye that's here where it should be. Not gallivanting around the universe with a bunch of furless freaks!"

	On that note, Shank lumbered away, deeper into the cave's dark recesses. Quasar gave his clean-shaven chin a pensive caress as he watched her disappear from sight.

	"Pleasant female. I assume she lives around here in some sort of cave dwelling. Honestly, I imagined your people swinging from the trees, ol' buddy."

	"Some do." Hank grunted. He turned and started climbing up the side of the transport pod.

	"Hey—where do you think you're going?"

	"She's made up her mind. Lank will be their father. There's nothing for me here now."

	On the one hand, Captain Quasar was elated by this news. No more trips to Carpethria every six months! But on the other hand, quitting had never been in his vocabulary, and he expected the same degree of tenacity from every member of his bridge crew.

	"You're not going back empty-handed!" Quasar reached up and grabbed a fistful of the Carpethrian's fur.

	"Please let go of me, Captain."

	Quasar gave his solid helmsman a few tugs, but Hank remained stolid. 

	"Fine. You won't make things right? I will." Quasar charged into the shadows and tripped over a fuzzy lump on the ground. It squeaked as he went sprawling and cursing across the rock floor. Where he landed, catching himself with outstretched hands, two other fuzzy lumps waited, squealing as he collapsed on top of them. What were these things? He tentatively picked up one the size of a boot, and it squirmed like a very hairy slug injected with a healthy dose of adrenaline. 

	"Gah!" he cried as a pair of eyes opened in the fur and glinted with the transport pod's light. They stared up at the captain warmly like black oil marbles. "Oh no…" The fuzzy creature suddenly relaxed, nestling in his arms and purring contentedly. "No, no, no…"  Quasar fought for breath. "Uh-Hank?"

	"Yes, Captain?" the Carpethrian grunted from outside the pod.

	"I think I may have stumbled upon… something."

	"Yes, Captain." What sounded like a chuckle came from the Carpethrian. But Quasar couldn't be sure. He'd never heard Hank chuckle before.

	Cradling the fuzzy baby in one arm, Quasar made his way back to the pod, careful not to step on any other babies squirming across the cave floor. There were quite a few, all headed straight toward Hank. The Carpethrian sat with four or five of his young ones crawling all over him, their eyes open, staring at him and grinning with rows of miniature fangs. Hank smiled back—something Quasar had never seen him do—baring his own vicious fangs and laughing deep in his flabby belly.

	"Look at them, Captain. Aren't they adorable?"

	Quasar frowned down at the one he carried and held it behind his back. "Uh-yes, they sure are. Where the heck did they come from?"

	"Must've been napping nearby. Shank probably woke them up with all her caterwauling." Hank looked as close to giddy as any Carpethrian had ever looked. "You're mine. And you're mine." He gathered two in one arm. "And you're mine. And you're mine." He gathered the rest.

	"How did they know?"

	"Sir?"

	"That you're their father?"

	Hank shrugged his superior set of shoulders. "Guess they were just drawn to me. And I happened to be the first male they saw when their eyes opened, so now there's no going back."

	"Right." Quasar swallowed. "About that…"

	"Get back here, you little ingrates!" Shank bellowed from the dark.

	With ear-piercing squeaks, the babies squirmed free of Hank's grasp and migrated toward the voice of their irate mother. Even the one in Quasar's arm managed to lurch free, hitting the cave floor and wriggling out of sight into the shadows. Hank stood and waved with all four hands as he watched them go, his ferocious smile fading. Quasar joined him at the transport pod.

	"They'll know me now," Hank said quietly. "This bunch will remember I'm their father. Lank won't have them all."

	Quasar couldn't help but wonder about the little one that had imprinted on him. Would the poor fellow shave himself bald when he grew up? Be a laughing stock? Or worse: an outcast?

	"You all right, Captain? You look ill."

	"There's something you should know—"

	"Captain," came the sudden voice of Commander Wan via the communication device sewn into his collar. 

	"Yes, Commander?" He tried not to sound startled.

	"We're in orbit, sir. Bill wants you to know the reactor is fully operational again, and that he believes the malfunction was due to sabotage. He has submitted a formal request to be allowed to deal with the culprit in any way he sees fit."

	"Request denied." Quasar sighed and squeezed his brow. "Inform Bill that he can look forward to a week of janitorial duties for making such a stupid request."

	"Yes, sir. We look forward to your return."

	"On our way," Quasar signed off. He turned to his loyal helmsman. "Sure you don't want to stay?"

	"With Shank? No thanks." Hank hauled himself up the side of the transport pod and dropped in through the roof hatch.

	Captain Quasar turned to follow suit, but something made him look over his shoulder as if he were leaving a part of himself behind. But no, that wasn't the case at all. The fuzzy Carpethrian baby he'd nearly squished to death—such a warm little ball of fur… It would be raised by Carpethrian parents on its home world, not by a hairless human aboard a star cruiser. Quasar chided himself for even considering the prospect.

	But as he climbed into the transport pod and sealed the hatch shut behind him, he knew he'd be returning to Carpethria again at some point. Probably not to escort Hank for a conjugal visit. Perhaps not to have the Effervescent Magnitude's cold fusion near-lightspeed reactor serviced. Instead, maybe someday he'd walk into a Carpethrian city crowded with identical, very hairy four-armed creatures, and one of them would walk up to him, wrap him in a tight, furry embrace...and call him Dad.

	 


 

	The Fastest Thumbs on Zeta Colony Four

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Quasar greeted his first officer with a wink as she climbed out of the cramped transport pod and into the Effervescent Magnitude's spacious launch bay. "Glad to have you back, Number Wan."

	Commander Selene Wan ignored the ridiculous nickname and adjusted her uniform. Things tended to get a little rumpled while in transit. "Thank you, sir."

	"Your vacation went well, I trust?" Quasar stifled a yawn. "The Paradisian Waterfalls as magnificent as ever?"

	"The conference, sir?" He'd never shown much interest in her ten-year plan for advancement, culminating in an ambassadorship for a lucrative trade sector, so it came as no real surprise that he'd forgotten why she had disembarked over a week ago. 

	"Right." He snapped his fingers. "Something about negotiating artwork..."

	"The Art of Conflict Resolution in Interplanetary Negotiations, Sessions 1-12, taught by former United World Prime Minister Thurmond Elizabeth Blackwell."

	"Yes, that." He dismissed it with a wave of his hand. "I hope you took some good notes. Our services have been requested on one of the Zeta moons. No more sunset paragliding for you, I'm afraid."

	One of her narrow eyebrows contorted. "Why would a Zeta colony contact us, sir?"

	"Why wouldn't they?" He laughed, jerking his head for her to follow him down the corridor to the bridge. "I'm sort of a Golden Age hero in these parts, you know. And I've been catching up on my reading, figured it wouldn't hurt matters: The Lone Ranger, Hopalong Cassidy, Coyote Cal and—"

	"Sir?"

	"Westerns, Wan." He grinned, baring a full set of dazzling pearly whites. "Oh, and check this out." His right hand shot to the cased Cody 52 Special at his side, loaded with pulse rounds. With a flick of his wrist, the weapon spun up out of its holster and made three full rotations around the captain's trigger finger before landing firmly in his grip. 

	"Impressive, Captain." It was clear he'd been busy while she was away.

	He shrugged, returning the weapon to his side. "We'll have to blend in with the locals. The Zeta moons are notorious for their quaint, primitive ways, as you well know."

	"Yes, I do know."

	He gave her another wink. "A little exposition never hurt anybody." Striding onto the bridge, Quasar assumed his favorite stance—boots spread, hands on hips, chest fully inflated, chin high, gaze narrowed—and bellowed, "To Zeta Four, full speed ahead!"

	Startled by the captain's sudden outburst, a few of the bridge personnel jumped at their posts. But the four-armed, very hairy helmsman only muttered into his shaggy fur at their reaction.

	Quasar grinned. "Got 'em again, Hank ol' buddy."

	The helmsman nodded. "That you did, sir."

	Commander Wan left the bridge to roll her eyes in private.

	 

	 

	Zeta Colony Four wasn't exactly as the captain had expected. There were arid plains and rolling hills, dusty roads and clapboard buildings, to be sure, but no livestock: no lowing cattle, no stomping horse hooves or snorting horse nostrils. He hadn't realized the effect their absence would have on his overall impression of the place, and he lost some of the swagger in his step because of it. Perhaps it was foolish to assume these primitive people would never have incorporated modern technology into their culture. Thus, it really should have come as no surprise that hovercars transported folks to and fro outside, whirring by in gusts of moonpowder, and that a well-maintained airlock allowed Quasar and Commander Wan entry into the local saloon, a popular dust-free establishment known only as Las Zetas.

	The governor, a toad of a man in a green suit with an ancient timepiece tucked into its waistcoat, greeted them and scowled anxiously as he ushered them past the bar to his private office. Quasar raised a hand in greeting, smiling at every person they passed, but the townsfolk merely glanced at his uniform and turned away in absolute boredom. They looked to be a quiet, tired lot, and apparently it took more than the sight of two unfamiliar starfaring officers to rouse them from their drinks.

	"Why exactly are we here, Captain?" Wan whispered without moving her lips—a skill she'd picked up at the recent conference on Paradiso Seven.

	"I believe we're about to find out, Commander."

	From the horse-faced governor's mouth, they learned that Zeta Four had always been a peace-loving, gun-toting colony, ever since their great-grandparents had left Earth in the First Exodus to settle in the far reaches of the galaxy. The governor could trace his own lineage back to the original terraformers on this moon, a fact which usually had a way of lending him a hand around reelection time. But as of late, there was a new force to be reckoned with in town, a fellow by the name of Kaasjager who seemed determined to crush the spirit of Zeta Four's people under the power of his genetically enhanced thumbs.

	"Excuse me?" Captain Quasar frowned at that.

	The governor held up his own pair of fleshy appendages. "His thumbs, Captain. They're not like yours or mine. They've been...augmented." He cleared his throat. "He's our gunsmith, you see, but he ain't been selling your usual type of shooter for months now. You know, with a trigger?" He curled and flexed his index finger. "Nobody can get ammo for their old guns anymore, not since he's cornered the dang market!"

	Quasar nodded to show he partially understood. "He's forcing you to buy a new type of weapon, is that it?"

	"Yeah! You catch on fast, sir."

	Quasar raised an eyebrow at Wan. She remained as stoic as ever.

	"And you would like us to help you how, exactly?" she said.

	"By running 'im right outta town!" The governor leaned forward on his desk and licked his lips. "Listen, I sure hope you don't mind, but I let Kaasjager know I was bringing in a hired gun—"

	"Hold on now," Quasar said.

	"—and you're scheduled to meet 'im right outside for an old-fashioned gunfight in oh, let's see now—" He retrieved his brass pocket watch and squinted down at its face. "Two Earth minutes." He clapped the timepiece shut and smiled up at them in turn. "I'd be much-obliged iffin you don't make me out to be no liar."

	The captain stared back at him. Words failed to make an appearance.

	"Good thing you practiced." Wan glanced down at Quasar's Cody 52 Special.

	The governor stood with a heavy sigh. "I reckon yours is the only piece in town still loaded."

	How could an entire colony run out of ammunition? "Your people do a lot of shooting, I take it?"

	The governor shrugged. "It passes the time. Guess we figured there'd always be more ammo whenever we needed it. Some have tried ordering off-world from that intergalactic superstore, you know, with the free shipping? But we've found them folks dead without a mark on 'em, drained of whatever energy the brain used to make their muscles work—including the heart. It's a real tragedy."

	"Why not simply purchase the new weapon this gunsmith is selling?" Wan said, always the logical one.

	"Because it's the principle of the thing." Quasar stood, and by the tears shining in the governor's eyes, he knew he understood the situation well enough. "You refuse to kowtow to this bully, and I applaud you for it. How much time do I have left?"

	The governor consulted his watch again. "Thirty seconds."

	"Very well."

	"Captain." Wan faced him. "You don't have to do this."

	"As I well know?" He gave her another wink.

	"We could leave right now—"

	"I never run away from a fight. At least, I try not to." He spun his Cody 52 Special up out of its holster, garnering a wide-eyed look of admiration from the governor. "Time to teach this Kaasjager a lesson."

	 

	 

	Captain Quasar had no patience for people who were fashionably late. He was punctual, and he expected the rest of the known universe to operate in the same manner. Unfortunately for him, it often did not.

	"So..." He glanced at the governor. "How much longer should we give this guy?"

	The townsfolk had assembled with their petulant blasé air along main street, and the captain stood out in the middle of it with the Las Zetas saloon on one side and a friendly mercantile on the other. There were no tumbleweeds on this dusty moon, but it would have been an opportune moment for one to roll by, and it if had, it would have cheered Captain Quasar considerably.

	The governor clucked his tongue as he consulted the timepiece in his hand. "He should be here by now—unless he's otherwise indisposed, that is."

	"Ah. Yes." Quasar had heard about the diets of some of these moon colonists. The dehydrated local cuisine could do wonders to one's intestinal tract. "We're in no hurry, I suppose." He looked at Commander Wan, standing beside the governor with her arms crossed. Apparently, Quasar's decision to meet the town bully in this manner went against everything she'd recently learned at her seminar.

	She met his gaze briefly, nodding her head toward the west end of town where Hank waited in their transport pod just over the hill, out of sight. They could return to the Magnitude whenever they wished. 

	Quasar set his jaw; the muscle twitched on command. He would not run from adversity—at least not before he saw the shape and size of the adversity he'd be dealing with here.

	A boy crossed the street about halfway and stood there, his attention glued to the gamepad device in his hands. At the same time, a hush fell over the crowd. Would Kaasjager gun down such an oblivious lad if he stood in the way of a scheduled gunfight?

	"Clear the street, son," Quasar called, gesturing for the youth to move quickly. "You might want to look up from that gizmo every now and then." He chuckled amiably. Young people and their fascination with gadgets! It was adorable.

	But as shocked gasps coursed through the townsfolk, the situation suddenly became clearer.

	"Ah. I see." The captain composed himself. "You're Kaasjager."

	The kid's bloodshot eyes glanced up from the screen in his hands. He was no kid at all, just an undersized twenty-something with the makings of a beard that hadn't decided what it wanted to be when it grew up. "You the gunfighter?"

	"I am Captain Bartholomew Quasar of the Effervescent Magnitude, here to ensure that justice prevails!"

	Kaasjager snickered, catching the governor's eye. "Where'd you find this guy?"

	"He came highly recommended," retorted the governor, ducking behind Commander Wan.

	"Am I to assume you're armed?" Quasar couldn't see a gun holstered anywhere on the youth's scrawny frame.

	"Oh yeah." The kid grinned, baring gaps where teeth had lived once upon a time. He tucked his gamepad into a baggy pocket and flexed his abnormally limber thumbs, bending them every which way. "Ready when you are, mister."

	Wan cleared her throat. When Quasar looked her way, she mouthed the words Negotiate, sir.

	"Right. Well," the captain began, "I'm sure we can settle this matter like reasonable men. You see, the governor there just wants to be able to buy ammunition for his shooters. Is that really too much to ask?"

	Kaasjager shrugged. "They're obsolete."

	"Perhaps so, but you can't expect these people to buy your new models simply because you no longer stock what they need. It's absurd!"

	Another shrug. "Supply and demand. They should get with the program."

	"And if they don't, you kill them. Is that how your brand of economics works?"

	"You gonna draw that thing or talk me to death?" The kid called out to the governor, "Give us a count."

	"Oh, I don't know—" the governor stammered.

	"This was your idea, so you give us a damn count!" Kaasjager screamed, his face burning crimson all of a sudden. In that instant, Quasar could easily imagine the youth losing his temper and killing just about anybody who stood in his way.

	"One," the governor began. "Two-three—"

	"Draw!" the kid hollered.

	Quasar's hand dropped to his holster, but he wasn't fast enough. Already the youth had his gamepad out with both thumbs flying across the screen in a blur of superhuman speed, and as Captain Quasar felt himself freeze in place against his will, he had the sneaking suspicion that Kaasjager's device was unlike any other gaming gizmo in the galaxy.

	"Captain!" Commander Wan lurched forward.

	"Stay back." The kid gave her a threatening look. "He's fine for now, don't you worry. He just can't move is all." His thumbs twitched, and Quasar shifted position, first standing on one leg, then on the other. Then he was hopping up and down. Next came jumping jacks. "What do you think?" Kaasjager laughed out loud. Cautious chuckles meandered through the townsfolk. "Funny, huh?"

	Captain Quasar had never felt so humiliated in all his life. Here he was to save the day, yet he'd become this barely-bearded youth's plaything. Nothing but a marionette, for the galaxy's sake!

	"Stop it." Wan's hand slid toward the stun-gun cased at her side. 

	"I wouldn't, lady. Not unless you care to join him," the kid sneered. "I can make any of you do whatever the hell I want!" 

	The captain dropped to the dust and started doing one-armed pushups. Truth be told, he was pleased by this opportunity to show off his upper body strength; but then again, he was being controlled by Kaasjager's device, so it really wasn't him doing the pushups at all. Disgusted by the whole situation, he attempted to communicate his ill temper but found he couldn't use his vocal chords any more than his own muscles. They'd all betrayed him.

	"Let him speak," Wan said. "Please."

	Kaasjager narrowed his eyes at her. "Very well. But only because you asked so nicely. And because you're kinda hot." His thumbs jiggled.

	"—this stupid kid!" Quasar yelled, reaching the end of what he'd planned to be an internal monologue. He cleared his throat mid-pushup. "You've had your fun now, Kaasjager. No firearm of any type can stand against you, much less anyone with a discernible amount of muscle tissue. You've somehow managed to hijack the electric signals from my brain, is that it?"

	The kid grinned in all his gap-toothed glory. "You get it! Nobody else on this podunk rock has a clue what I'm able to do."

	"Uh-he's right about that," the governor added. "Honestly, Mr. Quasar. We didn't know he could do anything like this. I'm so very sorry—"

	Kaasjager threw back his head with an abrupt laugh. "This is my big reveal, you idiot!"

	"But you cannot be the only one on this moon with such power," the captain said, and from the corner of his eye he could see Commander Wan nodding in agreement. "It's absolute. And you know what they say about the corruptive influence of absolute power..."

	Kaasjager squinted at Quasar. "Huh?"

	"Give me the device, and you can go back to selling the sorts of things a gunsmith should be selling. No one else has to die here today."

	"I've never killed nobody. And besides, you're in no position to make demands, mister!" The kid's speedy thumbs sent the captain into a series of cartwheels, somersaults, and handsprings, and the townsfolk cheered uproariously. It seemed this was the type of diversion that really held their attention. Kaasjager grinned, loving every moment of his time in the spotlight, his bloodshot eyes fixed on the screen and twitching as he created and executed brand-new commands right there on the spot like a techno-savvy genius.

	Until he went down with a sharp yelp, and the gamepad skittered end over end into the dust. Released from its hold on him, Quasar collapsed to the ground like a wet noodle. He gasped for breath and looked up in time to see Commander Wan return her stun-gun to its holster without batting an eye.

	"Something you learned on that vacation?" Quasar managed, struggling to his feet.

	"Session 12 of the conference," she replied, watching as the governor scurried to claim Kaasjager's device while the rest of the townsfolk checked to see if the kid was dead. He wasn't. But they stole his boots and clothes anyhow—a quaint Ancient Western custom, by all appearances. 

	"They must have saved the best for last." Covered in moonpowder, Quasar slapped at his uniform. Dust billowed into the air all around him. "What did they call that maneuver, by the way?"

	"Negotiation failure, sir."

	 

	 

	Back on board the Effervescent Magnitude, all cleaned up and sporting a fresh, crisp uniform, Captain Quasar reclined in his chair on the bridge and watched stars rush by the portholes in brilliant streaks of frosty white. Absently he toyed with his Cody 52 Special.

	"A gamer's revenge," he mused.

	"Captain?" Hank half-turned from the helm, all four of his very hairy hands gliding across the blinking display as if with minds of their own.

	Quasar looked pensive. "Back on Zeta Four. That kid was a direct descendent of the Great Gamers who left Earth during the First Exodus." He flexed one of his thumbs, nowhere near as limber as Kaasjager's. "How he ever ended up on that moon is a real mystery, though. Why would gamers ship out with a crew of terraformers? And why would he be running an old gun shop, for the galaxy's sake?"

	Hank shrugged his superior set of shoulders and returned to his console. 

	"Perhaps his great-grandparents' expertise was needed at the time," said Command Wan, appearing at the captain's elbow without warning. He would never admit it, but sometimes she really startled the heck out of him. "Before the actual terraforming could begin, they would have needed to run multiple batteries of virtual tests to ascertain whether the moon was suitable for colonization. A gamer's technical abilities would have proven invaluable. It's in their DNA."

	"And with such genetic expertise no longer required by later generations…?" Quasar raised an eyebrow.

	She nodded. "Idle hands, Captain."

	He blew out a sigh. "Well, at least that gamepad thingy is now in the capable hands of the governor, and it's good to know those dead bodies weren't dead after all." Apparently, Quasar had not been the first marionette at the mercy of Kaasjager's thumbs, and the kid's prior subjects had been reduced to vegetative states. And subsequently buried. "The governor assured me they'll be dug up toot-sweet and should be back to perfect health in no time."

	Wan didn't seem convinced. "You're comfortable leaving such a powerful device with him? If he were ever to reverse-engineer it for broader applications—orbital offensives, for example—I shudder to think what a politician could do if left unchecked." 

	The captain shook his head. "His flabby thumbs aren't much of a threat. But if you're right, perhaps when our travels bring us back this way, we may be asked to lend a hand yet again." 

	She nodded pensively. "Against the governor, you mean?" 

	Quasar shrugged. Then he drew his Cody 52 Special and spun it around in three complete rotations before gripping it at the ready. "Guess that's just how it is when you're a gun for hire, eh Number Wan?" 

	A sudden pulse round erupted from the muzzle in a flash of blue light, blasting into the ceiling and fizzling to black. Cowering with short cries of alarm at the unexpected shot, the entire bridge crew stared, wide-eyed. 

	Unbeknownst to them, many of the captain's muscles had yet to recover fully from his ordeal on the Zeta moon; and unfortunately for them, his trigger finger in particular was still suffering from unpredictable spastic episodes.

	"As you were." With a dashing smile, Captain Quasar returned his weapon to its holster, and the Effervescent Magnitude forged on through the black, flying into the golden glow of a distant nebula.

	




	



	 

	The Popularity Contest on Goobalox Five

	 

	 

	 

	"Name," droned the myriad-eyed female Goobalob, wedged into an ergonomic chair designed for a humanoid half her girth.

	"Captain Bartholomew Quasar." He put on his most dashing smile, but his brow wrinkled with uncertainty. The transparent plasticon barrier between him and the Goobalob official was smudged with unknown substances. Could she even see the irresistible radiance of his pearly whites? 

	"Quasar—is that your surname?" 

	"Uh-well, no—"

	"Name," she repeated without a change in inflection, her oily tentacles hovering over the console that carved itself into her gelatinous midsection.

	Captain Quasar leaned in close to the circular grillwork serving as a two-way intercom. "No one knows me by any other name. It would be unclear to the voters—"

	"Contest rules, sir."

	"Just give 'er your name, pal," grumbled a swarthy privateer in line behind Quasar. The fellow had a bruised, broken-but-badly-reset face and a mouthful of teeth stained various shades of brown due to chewing Goobalox tunneling worms—a rare local delicacy. And a disgusting habit. "We ain't got all day here."

	How could such an unsavory character even consider entering the same event as Quasar? It was ludicrous. The murmuring queue had multiplied exponentially since he'd arrived, but if this degenerate represented the competition, then the quadrant's voters would be presented with a real no-brainer. 

	"Bartholomew Quasar," he told the Goobalob. "That's my given name."

	"What kind of name is that?" the pirate guffawed, and others in line echoed his sentiment.

	The captain's frame tensed, but he did not favor the fellow or the mob with another glance.

	"Sir," countered the Goobalob, "you stated that 'Quasar' is not in fact—"

	"I gave myself the name, all right?" he hissed into the intercom. "Captains name their starships all the time. Why can't we name ourselves?"

	The Goobalob had no response to that. Her slick tentacles swept over the console, entering his data. "Name of vessel," she droned.

	Quasar grinned. "The Effervescent Magnitude," he said with great pride and even greater posture, straining the seams of his burgundy and black uniform as every muscle stood at attention.

	"Effer-what?" chortled the filthy buccaneer. "What the heck does that even mean?"

	Captain Quasar clenched his teeth and both fists.

	The pirate jabbed him between the shoulder blades with a sturdy finger. "What is it, some kind of giant gas-ball?"

	Quasar whipped around to face the ugly degenerate. "Mock my name if you will, sir, but do not think to blackguard my vessel!"

	The fellow's bloodshot eyes widened. Tugging at the charred braids dangling from his heavy beard, he bowed slightly. "I must apologize. I did not realize."

	Quasar's jaw muscle twitched. He inclined his head forward a millimeter. "Apology accepted. Now, if you will excuse me." He turned back to the Goobalob's cubicle.

	"I didn't realize we had such a fancy pants in our ranks," the fellow continued. "Sure you're in the right place? The beauty pageant is next door, Captain Starburst of the Enormous Flatulence."

	The Goobalob official's tentacles froze in midair over her console. Through the smeared plasticon, it was apparent that every one of her eyes focused on Captain Quasar. The other Goobalobs in their cubicles had also stopped moving and stared at the captain with unguarded interest. Even the rabble behind the loud-mouthed privateer had fallen eerily silent.

	Quasar took a moment to gather both himself and his thoughts, counting backwards from Zorthe in Flexicant decimals. The process took a good twenty Earth seconds, and by then, blinking and inhaling deeply through flared nostrils, he was able to pivot on one heel to face the mongrel.

	The fellow grinned up at Captain Quasar. 

	"You, sir, have overstepped," Quasar said.

	The pirate laughed. "Get a load of this guy!" He snickered, elbowing the muscular woman behind him. "Our big competition: Captain Nebulous of the Great Gassy—"

	Quasar seized him by the beard-braids and pulled him up onto his toes. "A man such as yourself should know his place!"

	"You think you're better than me or something?" He wheezed foul breath into Quasar's face.

	"Of course! To call yourself a captain. Look at you. You're a disgrace!"

	"You hear that, folks? Fancy Pantaloons here thinks he's better than the rest of us!"

	The rabble rumbled their dissent. Even the Goobalobs scowled with most of their eyes.

	"Wait—" Quasar course-corrected. "I did not say—"

	"He must be planning on a landslide vote!" shouted the pirate. "Cuz I'm pretty sure I saw him skulking around earlier, rigging the voting machines!"

	The captain seethed. "You, sir…are a liar."

	The buccaneer's eyes bulged. "I am besmirched!"

	His tattooed knuckles arced through the air, but of course, Captain Quasar dodged the grimy fist easily. And of course, Quasar's own knee jerk of a retaliatory strike made solid contact, breaking more than a few of the degenerate's rotten teeth. 

	And so, being the first to land his blow, it was Captain Quasar who found himself thrown out of the Office of Voting Services by numerous Goobalob security. Landing on his backside and sliding a few meters across the moon's slick, frozen surface, Quasar activated the communication device in his collar with an angry jerk of his head.

	"Hank, bring the transport pod around." His breath came out in puffs. He got to his feet and rubbed his hands together for warmth.

	"Already?" grunted the voice of the Effervescent Magnitude's very hairy, four-armed navigator from orbit. 

	"There will always be next year." Quasar stomped his feet and breathed on his bare hands, glaring at the icy wasteland around him and the towering, obsidian edifice of the quadrant's voting center—the only structure on this moon.

	"That's what you said last time." Hank remained on the line.

	"Starship Captain of the Year. Stupid popularity contest." Quasar grumbled. "Who even votes, anyway?" 

	"I do."

	"Who'd you vote for last year?" 

	Hank paused. "A write-in."

	Captain Quasar almost grinned as Hank brought the pod into view, sublimating the ice in billows as it descended. 

	 


 

	The Coliseum of Queen Kronikthalia

	 

	 

	 

	The massive arena was filled to capacity with aliens of all shapes and sizes and smells. They'd gathered for one reason: to watch the Earth Man die.

	But Captain Bartholomew Quasar didn't intend for them to go home happy.

	Faced on the arena floor by a cat the size of a small house, he maintained his fighting stance: legs shoulder-width apart, torso leaning forward, arms up with every muscle at attention. Already, he'd survived an attack from not one, but two Xenodian hornbeasts—vicious creatures with razor-sharp claws covering their reptilian bodies. Quasar's uniform bore the tell-tale scars of their altercation: torn across the front to bare his tanned chest, stained with his own blood and that of the creatures he'd lured into the middle of the coliseum before ducking at just the right moment. The hornbeasts had plowed headfirst into each other, shattering their oddly fragile skulls, and now lay where they'd fallen, never to rise again.

	But this massive cat was a different matter entirely: powerful and very fluffy. Quasar's eye contact with the creature never wavered.

	Until the monster coughed up a colossal hairball that reeked with such fetor that Quasar cried "Foul!" and staggered back with a hand over his nose, imploring the queen where she sat on high with her attendants. "How can I be expected to fight under these conditions?"

	Queen Kronikthalia was not amused. Nor had she been earlier when Quasar attempted to seduce her. Instead of taking his advances to mean what they did everywhere else in the galaxy—that he wanted something in return: usually reactor components for his ship—she had assumed he wanted her to lay eggs inside his skull. It was a great honor, the queen declared, perplexed that Quasar hadn't seen it that way. Instead, he'd attempted to flee from her presence, shooting a few of her guards in the process.

	The queen deigned to look upon him now. "You will fight until we have seen your true virtue."

	"My what?" Quasar caught his breath. "I've killed two hornbeasts. What more do you want from me?"

	"Your blood!" shouted her right-hand man—who wasn't a man but a Mantidaen as she was: a tall, spindly humanoid species that resembled an upright praying mantis. "You will pay for your disrespect!"

	Captain Quasar assumed his most favorite pose: the Confident Starfarer. There would be a statue made of him someday, he knew. Probably not on this planet, but certainly elsewhere.

	"How could I have shown the proper respect? She wanted to lay eggs in my head, for crying out loud!"

	"Any Mantidaen male would be honored to carry my eggs to term!" the queen roared.

	"Well, there we are. I'm Human. And I'm captain of a gorgeous star cruiser, the Effervescent Magnitude—ever hear of it?" The Mantidaens glowered down at him. "I'd lay down my life for just about any member of my crew. The good of the many and all that. But to have your younglings eat me alive as they burst forth from my skull? No thanks."

	The Mantidaens grumbled among themselves, chitin jaws click-clacking sounds the translation device in Quasar's collar couldn't decipher.

	"Captain?" came the voice of his first officer from the communication device also sewn into his collar. "We've been monitoring your situation…"

	He wished she wouldn't do that. Couldn't a ship's captain strike out on his own every now and then for a little fun?

	"Got everything under control here, Commander Wan," he reassured her. "Did you get those reactor components from the village?"

	"Yes, sir. In exchange for certain exotic foodstuffs."

	Quasar stifled a grin. "Protein rations?"

	"Queen Kronikthalia's people are starving, Captain."

	Quasar narrowed his heroic gaze at the Mantidaen monarch on her throne. Clenching his jaw until the muscle twitched, he made a mental to-do list. First, he would best this giant, hairball-spewing kitty in single combat. Then he would escape from the arena more or less unscathed. Finally, he would arrange for a transport pod to bring down a few tons of exotic foodstuffs from the Magnitude in orbit. Then he'd call it a day. Maybe take a long sonic shower in his quarters, followed by a little nap.

	If only all had gone according to plan.

	First, the cat pounced on him, smothering him in its copious fur as it batted aside the corpses of the hornbeasts like playthings. Pinned to the ground, Quasar wheezed as his lungs compressed.

	"What was that, sir?" said Wan.

	"Does she even know?" he managed.

	"About her people? I would assume she doesn't care, sir."

	"We'll see about that."

	Desperate times called for desperate measures. With his last breath, Quasar blew a raspberry into the creature's underbelly. The monstrous kitty leapt into the air wide-eyed, its four legs splayed. The creature had never felt so sullied in all its life. Quasar rolled out from underneath it, dashing straight for the Queen.

	"Seize him!" She ordered her soldiers into the arena.

	"Wait a minute!" Quasar spit hair out of his mouth. The feline sulked in a corner, keeping its distance now. "Your Highness, perhaps we can reach an agreement."

	"I do not see how," the queen said in disgust. "To think I ever considered you worthy of bearing my young."

	Quasar cleared his throat. "Starving villagers tend to overthrow their monarchs. I can keep that from happening. If you let me go."

	She contemplated his offer. "You will exterminate the vermin for me?"

	"What? No. I'll feed them."

	"How virtuous of you, Earth Man. Oh, very well." She sighed, nodding to her soldiers. They tossed Quasar headlong outside the arena gates.

	Rolling in the dust, he activated the communication device in his collar with a quick head jerk.

	"Captain, you're still alive," observed Commander Wan.

	"Send down a transport pod filled with protein packs. Set coordinates for the village."

	A thunderous rumble reverberated the ground beneath him. He reeled to find he hadn't been the only one banished from the arena. The giant kitty purred, eyeing him with keen interest.

	"On second thought," Quasar said. "Set coordinates for right here."

	 


 

	The Pestiferous Pirates of Narvana 6

	 

	 

	 

	There was no middle ground—only do or die. And for Captain Bartholomew Quasar, it was never a good day to die.

	"Orders, sir?" Chief of security Gruber stood back to back with the captain, faced by a gang of grubby, lizard-like Xenodian space pirates in an equally grimy bar. Most of the regulars had cleared out at the first signs of trouble, but the rest, numbering close to a dozen, had surrounded the two humans and slowly closed in like a serpent constricting around its prey.

	"We fight." Quasar's fists rotated in a classic boxer's stance. 

	Gruber did his best to match the confident posturing. "Right." He swallowed, eyeing the alien buccaneer closest to him. An old incinerator burn had left the swarthy green fellow with only half a head and one eye, but he carried twice the muscle mass of Quasar and Gruber combined. "Shouldn't we notify the ship, sir?"

	"And have Commander Wan spoil our fun? I don't think so." Quasar's first officer was a stickler when it came to inter-species relations, always siding with United World Space Command's strict noninterference regulations. Engaging these unsightly privateers in a boisterous round of fisticuffs would not earn Wan's favor.

	"No way a human could win at Terillian Dize," growled Half-Head, the leader of the pack. "Your minds aren't equipped to handle the variables."

	In any other situation, Quasar would have argued that he was indeed well-equipped; but since he intended to bash in what remained of this brute's head, he let the comment slide.

	"Is he insinuating you cheated, Captain?" Gruber glanced over his shoulder.

	Quasar narrowed his gaze. "I believe so."

	"Did you?"

	"The game is simple enough for a child." He raised his chin, liking the effect his words had on the seething, glowering pirate. "A child without a brain, no less. Abandoned by its parents and raised in the wilderness by Xenodian hornbeasts."

	As if on cue, all ten of the aliens growled and drew their jagged blades, each unique in its vicious homemade design. 

	"Uh..." Quasar's fists froze in midair. 

	"Looks like we brought our knuckles to a knife fight," Gruber whispered.

	The sordid degenerates chuckled, chortled, and guffawed—all but one, who sounded more like a large cat coughing up an extra-large hairball.

	"I'm afraid there's been a misunderstanding," Quasar said. "We were planning on hand-to-hand combat. As you can plainly see, we're unarmed."

	Gruber nodded, glancing at the flickering neon sign on the wall above the batwing entrance doors: NO FIREARMS OF ANY KIND. Begrudgingly, he and the captain had handed over their pulse pistols to the bartender upon arrival, to be returned when they departed from the only establishment on this desolate moon.

	"You don't see a gun in my hand, do you?" The pirate chuckled. "If I had my incinerator, your shoulders would be lamenting the loss of your sweet little head right now."

	"I see." Disappointment sank heavily into Captain Quasar's gut. Not only was this uncouth buccaneer devoid of honor, but it was starting to look like there would be no rip-roaring bar fight after all—at least not the kind he had envisioned, with fists flying and tables flipping as he and Gruber bested their foul foes in spite of the odds. 

	"Of course, if you'd rather turn tail and run, be my guest. But we'll let it be known far and wide that you Earthmen are nothing but cowards."

	Quasar uncurled one of his fingers to point at the data cube in the pirate's grasp. "I won that fairly, despite your attempt to besmirch my sportsmanship. But it appears I'll have to take it from you."

	"You can try." The alien snorted.

	Quasar stood with every muscle at attention, straining against the seams of his uniform. "Then let it be a match between you and me. There is no need to involve our subordinates."

	"Thanks, Captain," Gruber said with relief, returning to his table and neglected drink.

	Half-Head laughed out loud. "That won't do, Human. My subordinates anticipate skinning you alive—after we beat you to bloody pulps."

	Sometimes Quasar truly hated his collar's translation device. It didn't decipher alien speech word for word, but it always carried the speaker's full intent.

	"Sorry to disappoint you." Quasar gestured sharply for Gruber to rejoin him. The chief downed his glass with cheeks bulging and jogged back. "But I must insist that you put your daggers away."

	Without a signal of any kind, the gruesome band charged, growling with fangs flashing. Captain Quasar and Chief Gruber threw powerful punches and kicks, landing more blows than not, twisting and ducking to avoid the jagged blades and gnarled fists. Tables and chairs flipped across the floor. Blood sprayed into the air. The two humans held their ground, outmatched but valiant.

	So engrossed were they in the battle that no one noticed the tall woman in uniform enter through the batwing doors and survey the scene. After a moment's pause, she drew her sidearm and fired a burst of energy that flooded the room. The combatants dropped limply to the floor.

	Holstering her weapon, Commander Wan stepped over the bodies until she reached the captain, sprawled out with his uniform slashed and gory. She pinched the side of his neck.

	"Wan." He sat up, wiping blood from his nose across his sleeve. "I don't recall summoning you."

	"You didn't, sir."

	Quasar leaned on his first officer as she helped him to his feet. Reaching down, he tugged the data cube from Half-Head's grasp. As an afterthought, he grabbed hold of Gruber and slung the chief over one shoulder.

	"Did you enjoy yourself?" Wan raised an eyebrow at Quasar's wounds.

	He glanced at the data cube—containing the coordinates to a planet rich in precious quartz deposits—then at the bodies strewn about. "Mission accomplished, Number Wan. Never let it be said that Captain Bartholomew Quasar runs from a fight!"

	Half-Head snarled as he came to.

	Quasar limped out of the bar as fast as he could.

	 


 

	The Momentous First Date

	 

	 

	 

	Bartholomew Quasar never looked as good as he did in his spiffy dress uniform. And he wasn't the only one who thought so. Many a female in the quadrant—human and otherwise—happened to be of the same opinion.

	"I hear this Princess Ularia is quite a looker." Quasar adjusted his burgundy tunic and gold sash as he leaned against his deluxe-model captain's chair. "How long has it been since my last hot date, Hank ol' buddy?"

	"Uh…" Hank—a very hairy, four-armed Carpethrian who served as helmsman of the Effervescent Magnitude—half-turned from his post on the bridge. "Technically, sir, this is a negotiation."

	"Don't I know it." Quasar winked.

	Hank grunted, returning to his console where all four of his hands moved simultaneously, adjusting the star cruiser's trajectory through a treacherous interplanetary mine field.

	"Thanks for coming along, by the way."

	"Did I have a choice, Captain?"

	Quasar laughed. "No one else could possibly navigate the Vyperian Death Hurdles like you!"

	"There's no one else on board," Hank muttered into his fur.

	"Figured they could use some shore leave. Besides, suicide missions are always optional on my ship. Careful!" Quasar gripped the side of his chair as Hank careened the Magnitude around an asteroid-sized mine rotating their way with wild abandon. "Nicely done."

	"Humph," Hank grunted.

	A few near-collisions later, the Effervescent Magnitude reached the Vyperian home world, a desert planet inhabited by sleek, snake-like humanoids with a penchant for Earth antiques—Victorian timepieces, in particular. There was nothing a Vyperian liked more than a shiny pocket watch on an equally shiny gold chain. They simply adored the sound of time passing.

	"We're being hailed, Captain," Hank said.

	"I should expect so." Quasar practiced his most dashing smile and smoothed back his close-cropped blond hair. Contrary to form, a strand or two had sprung loose whilst traversing the mine field. "On screen."

	Hank nodded and tapped the command on his display.

	"You have successfully navigated the Death Hurdles," said the Vyperian on the main viewscreen, bigger than life and more seductive than Quasar could have imagined. Gorgeous, heavy-lidded eyes stared back at him. "You have our attention."

	"I hope to have more than that, Your Highness." Quasar struck a very debonair pose. He liked to think of it as the Consummate Casanova. "Lots more."

	The Vyperian's beautifully smooth-yet-scaly face remained expressionless.

	"Hank, is the translator functioning?" Quasar hissed between his teeth.

	The Vyperian hissed as well, slender tongue flicking outward briefly. "Her Highness, the Princess Ularia, was not expecting you to arrive in one piece. She assumed you would perish in the Hurdles. I am Count Slongur. I will conduct our negotiations in her stead."

	"Right." Quasar's expression faltered. Not the princess. He cleared his throat. "Allow me to ready a transport pod, and I'll be right down—"

	"With your permission, I will come aboard your ship."

	"Very well." Quasar straightened his shoulders. "We're a little short-staffed at the moment, but I'll be sure to have a cargo bay ready to receive your shuttle."

	"No need." Slongur suddenly materialized before Captain Quasar on the bridge of the Effervescent Magnitude. Yet he also remained on the viewscreen, watching them with large, unblinking eyes.

	Quasar remembered to close his mouth, since he could think of nothing coherent to say.

	"What is that?" Count Slongur on the bridge glared at Hank.

	"Uh-he's my helmsman. A Carpethrian—"

	"We are unfamiliar with the species," said Count Slongur on the viewscreen.

	"Great bunch, really. They outfitted my vessel with a near-lightspeed cold fusion reactor a while back. More trouble than it was worth, but—" Quasar realized he was babbling. "So you're here. And you're there." He glanced up at the screen. "How the heck did you pull that off?"

	"Skin shedding. Obviously not a technology you are familiar with."

	"I see…" Quasar said absently, strumming his clean-shaven chin. "Well, I know you folks are fond of clocks, so let me show you what I have in storage, and we can discuss a fair trade. From what I've heard, your planet is rich in premium quartz deposits, and folks back on Earth have unfortunately depleted all of—"

	"We have already taken your timepieces, Earth Man."

	"How's that?"

	"Uh—Captain—" Hank scowled at the display on his console. "He's not the only Vyperian on board. Well, he is, but… You'd better take a look."

	Quasar did so, and the situation remained just as confusing. "How many of you are there? How's it even possible—clones?"

	"Skin shedding," Slongur repeated tolerantly. "In return for the ancient timepieces from your planet—many of which are to our liking—we will allow you to leave our space. If you can safely navigate your way out of the Hurdles, you will be rewarded with your lives."

	With a curt nod, Count Slongur vanished from the bridge, the screen, and everywhere else aboard the Magnitude.

	Quasar's shoulders sank. "I got dressed up for that? Our first contact with this exotic species, and we end up with squat."

	"Maybe not, sir." Hank pointed at the viewscreen where a different gorgeous Vyperian watched the captain intently.

	"The rumors are true. You are indeed quite handsome… for a human. And you have proven yourself to be worthy of our good graces. Bring us more of your timepieces, Captain, and we will negotiate terms for the superior-grade quartz dust you require. You and I alone."

	Quasar raised an eyebrow. "Princess Ularia, I presume?"

	"But of course." Her slender tongue made a brief appearance as her golden eyes gleamed hungrily.

	"You—uh… have yourself a date, Your Highness." Quasar cleared his throat as the screen returned to an orbital view of the planet. "You heard the lady, Hank. Just a couple more trips through that terrifying mine field, and we'll be well on our way to forging a fabulous working relationship with this reclusive race of snake-people."

	"If we survive," the Carpethrian muttered.

	"I'd say we're in good hands." Quasar winked. "All four of them."

	 


 

	The Bandits on Consortium Moon Prime

	 

	 

	 

	Bartholomew Quasar cringed as an incinerator beam took off the top of the boulder he crouched behind. Cody 52 pulse pistol at the ready, he blinked back perspiration and scowled beneath the desert moon's scorching twin suns.

	"I can barely get a shot in edgewise." Quasar aimed and fired a split-second before two blasts showered him with dust. "Not very sportsmanlike."

	"Bandits seldom play fair, sir." Hank—the captain's very hairy, four-armed Carpethrian helmsman—stood with a stunner in each hand. His fur clung matted with perspiration to his flabby belly.

	Quasar moved quickly, firing two pulse rounds before a barrage of incinerator beams sent him diving for cover. A hoarse cry let him know he'd hit one of his targets. 

	"Score one for the good guys, Hank ol' buddy."

	"Humph," Hank grunted.

	"Are you sorry I brought you along on this little excursion?"

	"Doesn't Commander Wan usually accompany—?"

	"New protocols from Space Command, I'm afraid. Our first officer is now required to remain on board the Magnitude whenever I go down to the surface of a potentially hostile planet. Just in case things end badly."

	"Didn't realize this was a suicide mission."

	Quasar chuckled. "I do enjoy your pithy wit."

	The barrage ceased. As Quasar moved to take advantage of the lull, a gravelly voice called out, "Earth Man, we have you surrounded. If you don't plan on dying today, I suggest you throw down your weapon and—"

	"Not happening!"

	"Allow me to finish, you egotistical buffoon."

	Quasar's mouth worked mutely.

	"Drop your gun, Earth Man, and step out into the open. We'll try settling matters like civilized folk."

	"There's only one thing to be settled here, Desert Moon Man," Quasar boomed in his most authoritative tone—one he reserved for ordering ensigns to swab the decks (even though robots existed for such tasks). "Stop shooting and allow us to board our transport pod. Then we'll be on our way."

	The distant voice chuckled drily. "Well now, you megalomaniacal ass, allow me to set you straight. First off, I ain't no man. Been a woman all my life and damned proud of it. Second, there's no way you're leaving this moon in possession of those mining rights."

	A slow smile spread across Quasar's chiseled features, and he gave Hank a knowing look. "Leave this to me."

	He pointed his Cody 52 Special at the aubergine sky and stepped out into the open. Immediately, the situation became clear. While he and Hank weren't technically surrounded, they were outnumbered ten to one by scruffy-looking desert people in tatters and sand goggles, wielding charged incinerators.

	"Thought I said to drop your weapon." The leader of the pack was human, and while her gruff voice could have easily been mistaken for a middle-aged man's, she was quite an attractive example of what exercise and proper diet promised for the lithe fifty-year-old.

	"This gun doesn't have a scratch on it. I'd like it to stay that way."

	"Worry about yourself. You don't have any scratches either."

	"Thanks for noticing." Quasar's dashing smile caught the suns' light, blinding the scroungy desert people closest to him.

	"The data cube. Toss it." The woman's aim drifted down the captain's torso. As did her gaze. "Assuming you have it on you. Those bulges in your uniform—"

	"All muscle." Quasar winked.

	"You flirting with me?"

	"Yes."

	She chuckled. "I suppose you're kind of cute—for a space jock. Long as I get what I want, I see no need for bloodshed."

	Quasar set his jaw. "Flattery will get you nowhere, Desert Moon Woman."

	"Name's Chad."

	"Uh..." Quasar cleared his throat and struck his most favorite pose: the Confident Starfarer. "Well, I'm Captain Bartholomew Quasar of the Effervescent Magnitude—"

	"Fancy."

	"Oh it is, I assure you. We're currently on a mission sanctioned by United World Space Command to explore new worlds and locate large quartz deposits. The stuff fuels just about everything back on Earth—"

	"Didn't ask for storytime, Captain. Just the data cube with those mineral rights. You won't be getting quartz or anything else from this moon."

	"But we met with the mining consortium earlier today, and they granted us—"

	"Next time, work with the real folks in charge. That'd be us, by the way." She chuckled. "C'mon out, Hairy, and we won't kill your captain."

	Hank appeared, unarmed.

	"Hand it over," Chad said.

	Quasar nodded to the Carpethrian. "We'll do our business elsewhere, Hank. Someplace the local mob doesn't run rampant."

	Hank reached into the folds of his sweaty belly and retrieved a crystal cube—as well as his four stunners. Before Quasar knew what was happening, the Carpethrian had started firing, whirling like a dervish and sending a shockwave of energy at Chad and her gunmen.

	Quasar let out a whoop as the bandits slumped to the ground, unconscious. "Way to go, Hank! Expect the unexpected—that should be your motto."

	"Humph." Hank tucked the cube and stunners safely into his fur flab. The path to the transport pod now lay unimpeded, and he trudged straight toward the small vessel.

	"Yes, after you," Quasar said with a chuckle.

	As Hank busied himself with the pod's preflight sequence, he cleared one of his twin throats. "Captain, do you really want to work with these people? Might be more trouble than it's worth."

	"I think Chad was warming up to me." Quasar cooled himself in front of an air vent inside the cabin. "Regardless, the consortium's mining our quartz now, and we'll relocate those pesky bandits to another moon far, far away. That's the deal I struck with the miners, by the way." Quasar winked. "Now that I know what we're up against, I'll be sure to bring you next time. You're such a badass!"

	Grumbling into his fur, Hank plotted a course, and the transport pod lifted off, leaving the blistering moon with a burst of dust and groans from the bandits as they came to.

	"Call me," Chad mumbled with a grimy smirk.

	 

	 


 

	The Deep Space Identity Crisis

	 

	 

	 

	"You ever wonder what we're doing out here?" Bartholomew Quasar paced the bridge of his sleek star cruiser, the Effervescent Magnitude, as it swept through the lonely black. The rest of the crew had already turned in for the night. Only Hank, the very hairy, four-armed Carpethrian helmsman, remained at his station.

	"Are you referring to our mission, sir?" Hank grunted through his fur. "Or something else?"

	"Discovery and acquisition seemed like such complementary terms when we left space dock. But now? Light years from Earth with all these dangers we encounter on a daily basis? It's not so clear-cut."

	"What are you saying, Captain? We're no longer on mission?"

	Quasar sighed, lips flapping. "Space Command wants us to make allies and bring tons of quartz dust back to Earth. It's business to them, and we're a means to an end. But how can I be the hero when so often I find myself completely out of my element?"

	Hank cleared one of his twin throats, giving his voice an oddly harmonic quality. "You sound disenchanted, sir."

	"That's it!" Quasar strummed his clean-shaven chin. "We've been through a lot together, ol' buddy."

	"Yes. I know."

	"No need to recap?"

	"Not really necessary, sir."

	"I suppose you're right. You were there, after all!" Quasar chuckled to himself. "What if we decide… To heck with Space Command? I mean, now that we have the cold fusion near-lightspeed reactor courtesy of your people—"

	"Already knew about that, sir."

	"—between time dilation and other sordid physics, centuries have already passed on Earth. My superiors are dead and long gone. Laboratory eggheads have probably devised a replacement for quartz dust to fuel Earth's technology. Meanwhile, we're still trekking the farthest reaches of the galaxy, oblivious that our mission is no longer relevant!"

	"Captain, are you suggesting—?"

	"We'll plot our own course, Hank. Be the masters of our own destiny." Quasar clapped the Carpethrian on his superior left shoulder and pointed to the helm console's star chart. "That's where we'll go."

	Hank wrinkled a bushy eyebrow. "Three light-years in the opposite direction, sir?"

	"Yes!" Quasar grinned, giddy with delight. "We have absolutely no idea what we'll find out there. We'll be explorers!"

	"Shouldn't we… maybe wake up Commander Wan and—?"

	"Best not to disturb any woman's beauty sleep, including my first officer's." He winked. "Just imagine: No more seeking out cantankerous alien life-forms—no offense—to negotiate with over mineral rights. No more obeying orders from ashes!" He winked. "See what I did there? Metaphor."

	"Humph," Hank grunted, altering the ship's heading.

	"We'll make our own path through the wilderness, if you will. Befriend all manner of alien species, both awful and amazing. Come to the aid of the needy. Rescue the downtrodden, teach the oppressor a thing or two."

	"Uh-Captain?" Hank pointed as a bloated Goobalob toll-collecting vessel appeared on the main viewscreen.

	"Ah, yes. Goobalobs. Speaking of awful." Quasar sighed. "Hail—"

	"We're being hailed."

	Quasar sniffed. "On screen then."

	An oozing, gelatinous blob filled the viewscreen. "Earth man," it droned, its myriad eyes staring without much interest. "Either remove yourselves from Goobalob space or pay the requisite toll."

	"Are you happy with your life, my lopsided friend?" Quasar peered up at the creature. "Goodness, you look exactly how I felt a moment ago. Before I put my life and my ship on a new course, that is!"

	"Through our space."

	"Apparently." Quasar cleared his throat. "Do you ever wonder what you're doing out here?"

	"Enforcing the toll."

	"Beyond that." Quasar swept a hand through the air. "Ever wish you could do more with your life? Break the shackles of the Goobalob High Command and go exploring?"

	"Every quadrant of the galaxy has already been explored, Earth Man." The creature paused. "You are a little late to the party—as a species."

	Quasar frowned. "So you're saying…there's no undiscovered sector out there waiting to be found?"

	"Not that I am aware of."

	"But that's the infernal point! What if it's really out there, but we're so mission-oriented that—"

	"Will you pay the requisite toll?"

	Quasar blinked. It was like talking to a wall. "Fine. How much do we owe?"

	"For a vessel your size with a crew complement of 1,491—in addition to the Carpethrian…"

	"Humph," said Hank.

	"Two hundred million credits."

	"That's absurd!" Quasar cried.

	"You also have the option of returning to your original course, headed in the opposite direction. We will not enslave your crew as due recompense if you leave Goobalob space within three Earth seconds."

	"Generous of you."

	"I am feeling quite benevolent today."

	Quasar cursed under his breath. "Do it," he ordered Hank. "They can keep their space. We'll find another sector more hospitable to wandering starfarers such as ourselves."

	"Good luck with that, Earth Man," the Goobalob droned. "Perhaps you should return to your little blue planet. Space is a cold, dead place. Many have realized it far too late."

	"Gloomy Glob," Quasar muttered, reaching toward Hank's console to end the transmission.

	"I was like you once," added the Goobalob. "Full of vigor."

	Somehow, Quasar couldn't imagine it.

	"Reality can be as cold and unforgiving as the depths of space, Earth Man."

	The viewscreen went dark.

	"Upbeat fellow." Quasar glanced at Hank's console and noted that they had resumed their previous course, headed for a nebula with planets rich in quartz deposits, by all accounts. "Oh well, it was worth a shot. Maybe someday we'll strike out on our own and find some terra incognita instead."

	He patted Hank on the shoulder and shuffled off to his quarters with a yawn.

	"Maybe we will, sir," Hank said.

	Once Quasar left the bridge, Hank adjusted the ship's heading slightly, taking them off-course enough to miss the nebula entirely and instead reach Cielo 7—a planet the captain had never heard of, yet a place he would think was akin to the legendary Garden of Eden.

	"Maybe even sooner than you think." Hank almost grinned.

	 

	 


 

	The Most Insidious of Computer Viruses

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Quasar had a sneaking suspicion something was wrong with his star cruiser's main computer when it started playing ancient Earth show tunes. But he dismissed his concerns, telling himself the system was probably running some sort of diagnostic and sorting through its sound files.

	When the computer started posing strange queries—"Why is there a hairy ape at the helm?" "Who is that bumbling idiot in the captain's chair?"—Quasar knew something was definitely amiss.

	So he turned to the ship's engineer, Bill.

	"Definitely a virus, Captain. No doubt about it." Bill climbed out from under the computer's mainframe on the engineering deck and wiped both hands across his orange jumpsuit.

	"Why is a janitor inspecting the ship's memory systems?" said the computer.

	"Oh, I'm not a janitor anymore," Bill answered brightly. "The captain promoted me to chief engineer!"

	Quasar bit his lip. "Right. About that. You see, Bill, we happened to be short on engineers at the time, and—" He cleared his throat, folding his muscular arms. "What can be done about this? I'll not endanger my crew by gallivanting around the galaxy with an infected computer aboard my ship."

	Bill nodded, staring at the captain expectantly.

	"Keep me informed on your progress, Bill."

	"Oh, that I will, Captain." Bill's carefree expression dimmed. "That is, once I figure out where the nasty thing has lodged itself. I'll do my best to quarantine and destroy it, but I can't promise it'll be pleasant. Other things may be infected. You know, life support, environmental systems, stuff like that."

	"Are you saying this virus may be malevolent in nature? Designed to kill everyone aboard my vessel?"

	"Why is the captain so melodramatic?" said the computer.

	"Can we mute that?" Quasar ground his teeth.

	"Sure thing." Bill dove under the mainframe. "Consider it done!" He slid back into view with a shrug. "Won't know for sure until it starts trying to kill us. Might be a good idea to have the transport pods ready, in case we need to abandon ship."

	"Let's hope that won't be necessary."

	As Captain Quasar strode out of engineering and walked the corridors of his gorgeous star cruiser, the Effervescent Magnitude, he kept a wary eye on the ceiling. That was where the monotonous voice of the ship's computer always made itself heard through aesthetically pleasing speakers mounted at regular intervals: INTRUDER ALERT, OXYGEN LEVELS AT THIRTY-TWO PERCENT, HULL BREACH ON DECK 12, that sort of thing. Never "Who is that bumbling idiot in the captain's chair?"

	Quasar was not a bumbler, nor was he an idiot. He was a very smart man, truth be told—at least he had always assumed so. And what's more, he was a great starfaring hero who represented truth, justice, and the Space Command way to every corner of the quadrant.

	Who could have infected the ship's computer with such a rude virus? Quasar paused a moment in the vacant corridor that hummed with energy. Power conduits lined both walls and set the air alive with charged particles. Dangerous to one's health after prolonged exposure, but the captain didn't intend to remain there for long.

	Time to count his enemies.

	There were the Goobalob toll collectors, of course, the Arachnoid bounty hunters, the Xenodian pirates (not to mention a few other bands of stellar brigands), the formidable Amazonians, and the megalomaniacal Emperor Zhan. But when had any of those sordid characters gained access to the Magnitude's computer systems?

	Perhaps it was an insidious, slow-acting virus, which the ship's computer had contracted months ago whilst dealing with any number of nefarious rogues. Or perhaps the threat was closer to home. Could a crew member have been responsible? Hard to imagine, but that would narrow down the list of suspects considerably. A mere fifty had access to the engineering deck.

	Strumming his clean-shaven chin in thought, Quasar performed a crisp about-face and returned to Bill.

	"Oh, hey there, Captain. I was just about to call you." Bill waved, leaning against the open mainframe door with a drink in hand. Break time already? "I managed to isolate the virus, and I may have figured out who installed it."

	"Quick work. Well done." Quasar rubbed his hands together, popped his knuckles, and cracked his neck—but not all at once. "Who's the villainous culprit?"

	"Me. I think. If you mean who installed the virus in the first place. Yep, guilty as charged—assuming you're going to charge me, that is."

	Quasar's mouth hung open. Many words flailed through his mind, but none made an appearance.

	"Funny, I didn't recognize it at first." Bill grinned goofily. "Guess it kind of…evolved."

	"Let me get this straight. You designed a virus that would overwrite the ship's audio interface, causing it to ask inappropriate questions and play ancient Earth show tunes?"

	"Brigadoon was pretty good, I thought. But no, I can't take credit for that. I just wanted to give the computer more personality, you know? I figured it has to get tired of saying the same old stuff all the time, like INTRUDER ALERT and AUTO DESTRUCT IN TEN SECONDS."

	"I don't make a habit of initiating auto-destruct sequences, Bill."

	"Only a matter of time. Every starship captain does eventually. Anyhow, I'm real sorry about this. I had no idea the program would take on a mind of its own—"

	"Bill."

	"Yes, Captain?"

	"Delete your program. Ensure it has been eradicated from every computer ship-wide. And never, ever modify any computer system aboard this vessel without my authorization. Understood?"

	The chief engineer's shoulders slumped. "Yes, sir. My bad."

	"While we may have a use for your virus-writing abilities in the future—perhaps when dealing with one of our unsavory enemies—I would advise you to stick to engineering. Unless you preferred being a janitor?"

	"No sir, Captain. That I did not." He leaned toward Quasar as he confided, "I could never locate the restrooms."

	"That makes two of us." The captain winked as he turned to leave. "Carry on, Bill."

	




	



	 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Flashback

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar did not believe in living in the past, and he abhorred flashbacks with a passion.

	But finding him dangling from the edge of a cliff on a desolate moon—Arterion 789, to be precise—one has to wonder how he came to find himself in such a terrible predicament… 

	"Don't you dare!" He digs in with both hands, fingers grappling for purchase among the crumbling rocks.

	How about a little exposition, then?

	Grumbling curses, he adjusts his hold, boots swinging above a two hundred meter drop, and shouts, 

	"That's what got me here in the first place!"

	 

	 


 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Computer

	 

	 

	 

	For days, the Effervescent Magnitude, star cruiser of the indomitable Captain Bartholomew Quasar, had been dead in the water, so to speak, with no systems functional. 

	Garbed in environmental suits, most of the crew had exhausted their O2 supply and were drifting off to sleep, never to awaken. Quasar punched the intercom on his deluxe-model captain's chair with what strength he still possessed and prepared to exhort all hands one last time—

	Suddenly all systems, including life support, came back online. Quasar's console read: IMPROMPTU SURVIVAL TRAINING COMPLETE. WELL DONE!

	The ship's computer could look forward to a complete reformatting.

	 

	 


 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Tax Collector

	 

	 

	 

	The hideous alien on the viewscreen bared its white teeth in some sort of bizarre greeting ritual. "I am Captain Bartholomew Quasar of the Effervescent Magnitude," it said.

	Gorthrexx the Goobalob Sector Twelve toll collector scowled with most of his eyes—and he had a myriad of them, located all over his gelatinous body. "Prepare to be boarded," he droned.

	The alien blinked its measly pair. "I don't understand—"

	"You have trespassed into our space and will be enslaved."

	"Is there a second option?"

	Gorthrexx sighed. "You pay the toll."

	Captain Quasar checked his credit. His shoulders slumped. "Welcome aboard."

	 

	 


 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Space Invaders

	 

	 

	 

	There would be no stopping them this time. Already the pirates had managed to breach the hull of the Effervescent Magnitude and phase-shift through walls and floors, straight to the engineering deck.

	"They plan to cripple the ship at its core." Captain Bartholomew Quasar pensively chewed on his knuckles. Then he shouted, "Blow the reactor!"

	"We'll never survive!" countered his first officer.

	"Neither will they." Quasar struck a meaningful pose in his deluxe-model captain's chair. "Sometimes sacrifices must be made for the greater good."

	"Whose good, sir? There's no one else out here."

	"It's the principle of the thing, dammit!"

	 

	 


 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Nap

	 

	 

	 

	The odorless gaseous intruder had managed to knock out everyone else on board the Effervescent Magnitude, even Hank the hairy Carpethrian. Only Captain Bartholomew Quasar remained immune to its debilitating effects. He'd felt a bit excluded at first but soon realized it was up to him to save the day.

	"Right." He nodded in his deluxe-model captain's chair while his crew slept on the floor. "So…"

	He drummed his fingers on the armrests and glanced around. Everybody looked so peaceful, some smiling, others snoring.

	"Oh what the heck," he yawned.

	The day could still be saved after a few winks.

	 


 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Alien Misunderstanding

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar: "Mission Log 920.15 – The Effervescent Magnitude has encountered an alien humanoid race without faces. Creepy."

	 

	"These aliens appear to be telepathic communicators. I can hear their voices in my head. They might also be telekinetic. Who pinched me?"

	 

	"They have made their intentions clear: They plan to commandeer my ship and enslave my crew. And they want me to meet their queen."

	 

	"Scratch that. They want me to MATE with their queen. If I refuse, then they will take my ship and my crew. Confounded translation software!"

	 

	"Apparently, it was all a big misunderstanding...or the torpedo we detonated off their port bow provoked their rather hasty departure."

	 


 

	Captain Quasar vs. the Stun Blast

	 

	 

	 

	Outnumbered but not outmatched, Captain Bartholomew Quasar struck his most favorite pose: the Confident Starfarer: chin high, gaze narrowed.

	 

	"You may have me surrounded," he allowed, gracing each of the pirates in the bar with his steely eye, "but you do not hold the upper hand."

	 

	"Nine of us," growled the leader of the pack, a lizard-like Xenodian. "Against one of you? We're gonna enjoy bashing in your pretty face."

	 

	Before the face-bashing could commence, Captain Bartholomew Quasar drew his Cody 52 Special and aimed it at the Xenodian's head. "And now?"

	 

	The Xenodian's curse was cut short as Captain Quasar pulled the trigger, incapacitating everyone present with a stun blast. Himself included.

	 


 

	The Runaway Train on Zeta Moon 3

	 

	 

	 

	In all his years as an intergalactic starfarer and awe-inspiring hero from Earth, Captain Bartholomew Quasar had experienced more than his share of fantastic, unique, and hard-to-classify situations, all of which he'd summarized dutifully in his log and ranked according to difficulty level. 

	Yet nothing could compare to where he found himself on the Zeta 3 moon colony: atop a hyperspeed train filled with plasma explosives, rigged to blow as soon as it reached its unfortunate destination.

	But unlike previous high-risk encounters, today Quasar did not face this perilous situation alone. When his pilot shuttled him down to the train in a transport pod, matching its speed kilometer for kilometer, and when Quasar climbed out into winds strong enough to blow the fur off a full-grown Carpethrian, his courageous ship's engineer stood right beside him. 

	Clad in the same wind-resistant, skintight body suits with magnetic hand grips and foot stirrups, they leapt onto the roof of the Zephyr—a kilometer-long turbotrain moving faster than the speed of sound, blasting across a single electromagnetic rail laid into the desert moon's dusty hardpan. Fully prepared to save the day, both men paused a moment to hold on for dear life.

	The mayor of Windfall, a prosperous mining town on Zeta Moon 3, had requested the captain's aid for three reasons: firstly, the Effervescent Magnitude had been passing through this particular sector and was within hailing distance; secondly, the mayor had no means necessary to board the train while in transit; and thirdly, the mayor could not spare any of her resources or humanpower on what would likely be a suicide mission.

	"I never shy away from a good suicide mission," Quasar had proclaimed to his bridge crew. He'd stood with fists clenched on his hips, chest inflated, boots spread shoulder-width apart. It was his favorite pose, one he liked to think of as the Confident Starfarer. There would be a statue made of him someday, he was certain. "Anybody want to tag along?"

	His bridge crew had suddenly found other things to occupy themselves with. Monitors to stare at. Touchscreens to swipe. 

	Bill—the ship's engineer and former janitor who, for some reason, often found an excuse to be on the bridge instead of in engineering—was the only crewmember who grinned and raised his hand. Then he waved. 

	"Anyone else?" Quasar surveyed the other members of his crew. "No? Very well. Bill, you're with me."

	Pumping his fist, Bill had danced in a little circle and then pointed at each of the crewmen and crewwomen in turn. "Ha! Suckas!"

	At the time, the mayor of Windfall may have led Quasar to believe he would be up against only a hyperspeed train filled with explosives that would detonate as soon as the train reached the town of Parched, ten minutes away. The mayor may have neglected to mention that the terrorists who'd rigged the plasma charges in the turbotrain's engine were still on board. And they were well-armed.

	Quasar clung to the roof, prostrate in an awkward spread-eagle, cringing as an incinerator beam burned through the air millimeters above his head.

	"Get out of here!" Quasar shouted into the comm link attached to his collar. The last thing he needed was for the transport pod to be struck by incinerator fire, thus eliminating his only escape route—not to mention damaging a perfectly good transport pod. And potentially injuring the pilot, of course.

	The pod veered out of harm's way, matching the train's speed beyond the range of those vexing incinerator blasts. "Meet you at the extraction point," said the pilot.

	There would be no need for any such extraction. Quasar had nine minutes left, after all, to subdue the unruly terrorists while Bill deactivated the plasma charges. Assuming Bill could deactivate plasma charges. Quasar certainly hoped he was up to the job. If not, then the transport pod would be close enough to rescue them and leave Parched to its unseemly fate. 

	Obviously not the most desirable outcome. 

	"This is freakin' awesome, Captain. My first away mission!" Bill hooted and hollered, sitting on the roof like a cowboy from the Ancient West astride a bucking bronco—one that weighed a few thousand tons. "Honored you took me along!"

	"My options were limited," Quasar muttered under his breath. Then he cleared his throat and shouted, "We must make our way forward!" 

	Quasar started creeping across the roof of the train, careful to detach and reattach his magnetic grips with careful precision. Bill followed in like manner. The two of them may have resembled four-legged spiders moving centimeters at a time if they'd taken a moment to observe each other. Unfortunately, they had no time for such trivial pursuits. Moving while remaining attached to the train occupied their complete attention. Their destination lay fifty meters ahead, and that was where the terrorists' incinerator blasts originated.

	"Are the other cars empty, sir? Any passengers?"

	"Not according to our scans." Quasar clenched his jaw. The muscle twitched on command. "These cars carry nothing but highly explosive, flammable, and toxic materials."

	"Whoa..."

	It was a dire situation indeed. And well-concocted, as far as malevolent acts of terror went.

	"Those gunmen must not value their lives too much, Captain. What do they want, anyhow? Besides the obvious."

	"The obvious?"

	"Blowing up that town and killing everybody."

	"What does any terrorist want, Bill? To inspire fear. But the good news for the people of Parched: Windfall's mayor warned them to get everyone out of town. So we'll be saving the slowpokes and the elderly from certain death, those who couldn't make it out in time. As well as millions of credits' worth of property from irreparable damage. Not to mention the train itself, which—by the looks of it—would be expensive to replace."

	"Yeah, it's real fancy," Bill said. "But do you mean to say those folks shooting at us haven't made any sort of demands? Don't terrorists usually have a published manifesto or some such? An axe to grind?"

	"We're here to stop a train, Bill, not to sympathize with the enemy. This moon is one of the oldest outposts of Earth—established back before our home planet became a smoldering ash heap. These Zeta colonists were humankind's first pioneers, scratching out a living on terraformed moons in what was thought to be the farthest reaches of space. We owe it to the memory of Earth to ensure that peace and justice prevail here today!"

	"Well, I sure feel inspired," Bill said with genuine enthusiasm.

	"Good. We have less than five minutes."

	They made the most of those minutes, growing more confident in the use of their magnetic grips and sliding across the roof of the train like wolf spiders skimming the surface of a stagnant pond. With two minutes to spare, they dropped through a hatch in the forward car that Bill was able to open with his nifty multitool. Captain Quasar landed on top of the three gunmen who'd been tasked with ensuring the payload reached its destination in a blazing inferno. He set about disarming them posthaste—after beating them senseless, of course.

	"Karate kick!" Bill cried, joining the fray. The nimble gunman easily dodged Bill's boot. "Judo chop!" Bill tried a different tactic, but the gunman ducked, avoiding Bill's strike.

	"Best not to announce your tactics ahead of time," Quasar said, seizing the terrorist in a chokehold from behind and quickly throttling the husky fellow. 

	Bill nodded, watching like a wide-eyed kid at a Saturday matinee. Then his mouth hung open a bit as the captain tossed each of the incapacitated terrorists off the speeding train before they had a chance to explain themselves. 

	"Time for you to work your magic." Quasar nodded toward the plasma charges slaved to the engine's control panel. "We've got a minute before this thing blows."

	"It sure does," Bill muttered, squinting as he surveyed the explosives before him. He frowned. Bit his lip. Murmured to himself. Then he sighed. "Never seen anything like it."

	"What do you mean?" Quasar's pulse raced. He'd assumed his chief engineer would know how to diffuse a simple bomb. But then again, he should have remembered the old Earth adage about assuming things: it always makes an ass out of everyone involved.

	"Sorry, Captain. I'm more familiar with rockets and reactor coils and such. This…" He shook his head and gestured lamely. "I have no idea how to save the day here."

	Quasar checked the navigation console. They were now thirty kilometers outside of Parched.

	"Bail out!" Quasar hit the emergency brake and jerked his head to activate the comm link. "Looks like we're going to need a ride out of here, Hank ol' buddy. AFAP!"

	"AFAP?" Bill said.

	"As fast as possible."

	Quasar and Bill clambered up to the roof just as the transport pod swung alongside it. As the train shuddered and shrieked to a standstill, the captain and his engineer leapt aboard the pod and dropped through the roof hatch. Hank accelerated with a burst of speed, steering clear of the thunderous blast that erupted behind them in an apocalyptic display of pyrotechnics.

	Almost instantly, the mayor of Windfall pinged the pod's comm channel, audio only.

	"Looks like you were unsuccessful, Captain," she said grimly. "But I suppose it couldn't be helped. Those poor souls in Parched…I only wish I'd been able to warn them of their impending doom in time."

	"Not to worry." Quasar struck his most favorite pose, even though only Bill and Hank were there to witness it. And they'd seen it many times before. "The people of Parched have been saved. We managed to stop the train in time for it to blow up without any casualties. Besides the three gunmen, that is. I'm afraid there isn't much left of them. But terrorists aren't worth the blood pumping through their veins, so there. That's my stance on the topic."

	The mayor was strangely silent. Then the sound of her clearing her throat came through loud and clear. "So Parched is…completely unharmed?"

	"You can thank me later. For now, take joy in the fact that the day has been saved!"

	Silence. Bill frowned and glanced at Hank—the very hairy, four-armed Carpethrian who piloted the transport pod. Hank shrugged his superior set of shoulders and plotted their course to reach the Magnitude in orbit.

	"Uh-right," the mayor said. "Of course." After an awkward pause, she ended the transmission.

	"Didn't seem very happy about the recent turn of events, did she?" Bill said.

	Hank cleared one of his twin throats, giving his gravelly voice an oddly harmonic quality. "Captain, do we know what sort of relationship these two towns have with each other?"

	"Both are mining towns, tasked with supplying Space Command with all the ore and rare minerals they can dig out of this moon," Quasar said.

	"Are they in direct competition with each other?"

	Bill forgot to blink. "You may be onto something there, Hank. That is, if you're implying what I think you're implying. Do you really think the people of Parched rigged that train full of explosives to blow up their own town, fake their deaths, and then start over on another terraformed moon without Windfall as a major competitor?"

	Hank stared hard at Bill. "No," he said gruffly. "I think Windfall's mayor had something to do with it."

	"Well, I for one am just happy to be alive." Quasar chuckled, slapping both of his crewmen on the back. "But if such were the case, Hank, then are you suggesting the good mayor assumed Bill and I would fail? Preposterous!"

	"Humph," Hank grunted noncommittally. 

	The transport pod broke through the moon's atmosphere and headed straight for the captain's star cruiser—a sleek, gleaming sight to behold, one that seemed to say Well done today, heroes. That's what it said to Quasar, anyway. Probably not to Bill. He'd been fairly useless on the mission. But Quasar wouldn't be giving up on him anytime soon. 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar never gave up on anybody. Unless they were terrorists, in which case he tossed such degenerates from hyperspeed trains to be dashed to pieces. 

	 


 

	The Kolarii Kidnappers

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar's eyes could have been playing tricks on him, but he doubted it. They were so seldom unreliable, after all.

	"Tell me, Hank." He leaned over to his very hairy helmsman, tied as he was with his hands behind his back—only Hank, being a four-armed Carpethrian, had twice as many hands, all tied with a rough hemp rope. "They looked like human children, didn't they?"

	"Silence!" commanded the tribal leader—a chief or a chieftess. Quasar couldn't be sure. He'd never met a Kolarii before. As a race, they resembled turtles but without the shells to slow them down. From what he'd seen since they captured him and his team, the Kolarii moved slowly enough as it was. "You have trespassed into our village and have no voice among our people until one has been granted to you. Which it has not. So you will keep silent, Human."

	"I will not." Quasar raised his tanned, chiseled chin and narrowed his heroic gaze. "Those children don't belong to you. You stole them from the human settlers in Zeta Colony 6, and we're here in loco parentis to take them home. All twelve of them. No child left behind."

	"Loco parentis..." Hank grunted quietly. "Their parents are crazy?"

	"With worry, perhaps," Quasar said. "They wouldn't dare break the treaty by entering Kolarii lands. There is a strictly enforced boundary between what is human and what is Kolarii on this moon."

	Scowling, the Kolarii chief motioned two spear-toting, muscular warriors toward Quasar. They wouldn't reach him for a minute or two, due to their sluggish speed. It was a wonder that the captain, Hank, and Security Chief Gruber (also tied next to Quasar) had been overtaken by such slowpokes. But then again, the Kolarii had outnumbered them ten-to-one and had been well-armed with all manner of serrated and sharp projectile weapons, while Quasar and company had each carried only a nonlethal stunner.

	"Well, Hank?" Quasar persisted, nudging the surly Carpethrian with an elbow. "Didn't they look human to you?"

	"Humph," Hank grunted noncommittally.

	"Big help you are." Quasar glanced at the two fierce Kolarii warriors headed his way, still a couple meters out. Then he turned his attention to Gruber, garbed as he and Hank were in Kolarii cloaks. They made everyone present look like spooky druids in the middle of a pagan, slow-motion ritual. "Back me up here."

	"Yes indeed, Captain, they sure did look human to me." Gruber stared at the Kolarii and didn't blink. Afflicted with an unfortunate perspiration disorder, he was sweating so profusely that his soggy cloak made him look like a large drowned rat. The heat of the moon's twin suns didn't help matters. "You think we should maybe try to escape, sir? I'm almost certain we could outrun them."

	"No need." Quasar met the Kolarii chief's stern gaze with steely confidence. "No harm will come to us. The Kolarii have a treaty set in stone—literally—with the human colonists. Our friendly chief here would not risk disturbing this moon's decades of peace by roughing us up."

	"Chieftess!" the chief corrected.

	"Fifty-fifty chance," Quasar muttered. "Glad we've got that straight now."

	"It was the Humans who stole our children. We have brought them home, and now you threaten their safety—Human spies sent to sneak and steal from us. The treaty is null and void!"

	The warriors were now upon Quasar and company, gripping hold of the Captain, Hank, and Gruber and shaking them in place. It was an odd sensation, akin to slow-dancing. But not nearly as romantic.

	"I'm sorry." Quasar wagged his chin toward the collar of his uniform, mostly hidden by the cloak he wore. "Sometimes my translation device can be a little...off-target, shall we say? I'm sure I misunderstood. You could not have possibly said the treaty with the colonists is null and void. Because that would mean this situation has gone from bad to much, much worse."

	"That's what she said, Captain." Hank's fur swayed as he was slowly shaken side to side by the Kolarii warrior. Quasar wasn't sure what a seasick Carpethrian looked like, but he had a pretty good idea.

	"You came to us armed—" The chieftess held up the three stunners her warriors had confiscated from Quasar and his team. "—trod upon our land, and made threats against us. All of your actions violate the treaty. You will be punished for your dangerous trespasses and sins. Throw them into the pit!"

	Warriors gradually surrounded Quasar, Hank, and Gruber and slowly escorted them toward the edge of a gaping hole in the ground a few meters away.

	"I don't like the looks of this, Captain." Gruber struggled against the warriors who held him, but their collective grip was too strong for him. "What do you suppose is down there?"

	"Something hungry. Or lethal. Probably both," replied Quasar. "But have no fear. This is all for show, trust me."

	"You will die!" the chieftess shrilled. The Kolarii released a terrifying tumult of war cries, laughter, and what sounded like off-key opera.

	"Captain." Hank cleared one of his twin throats, giving his voice an oddly harmonic quality. "For argument's sake, what if they do plan to kill us?"

	Quasar winked. "I've got everything under control."

	Hank didn't look convinced. Neither did Gruber. Half an hour later, when they finally reached the pit and the Kolarii warriors hurled Quasar headfirst into it, the captain realized he'd been very wrong about the situation from the start.

	"Wait a minute!" he hollered as he plummeted headlong into fetid darkness, stretching out both his legs in a full split. His boots dug into the opposite walls of the pit and halted his descent toward whatever hissed and snapped far below. He imagined python-sized sand snakes, but he hoped he was wrong about that. As much as he'd always been curious about what a sand snake looked like, and as much as he'd hoped to catch a glimpse of one while on this mission, this was not how he'd imagined first contact with such exotic creatures. Dangling below his own legs, he struggled in vain against the bonds on his wrists. "You appear to be serious. I understand that now. And I respect it."

	"Is he talking to himself down there?" said one of the Kolarii who'd tossed him in. 

	"Praying, more likely," said the other one.

	"Tell your chieftess I will discuss terms!" Quasar raised his voice. "And be quick about it!" His boots slid unexpectedly, and he shoved them into the pit's earthen walls with all his might.

	"What did he say?"

	"He would like an audience with the chieftess."

	"He is still alive?"

	"Not for long, if you keep lollygagging!" Quasar grimaced and grunted. He'd always taken pride in his flexibility, but it had not been put to the test in such a fashion before. "She'll want to hear what I have to say."

	Thankfully, the chieftess was nearby, and it didn't take more than ten minutes for her to make her way to the edge of the pit.

	"Still alive, you say? I do not believe it. No one could survive such a fate," said the chieftess as she approached. "Human, are you down there? In one piece?"

	"Yes," Quasar managed, gritting his teeth and sweating from every pore as he strained with his leg muscles to keep from meeting whatever horrible death awaited him below. "I would like to make a proposition. Allow us to return to Zeta Colony 6 and find out if what you say is true. About the colonists stealing your children and somehow turning the little tykes into humans. As bizarre and unlikely as that sounds, I promise you, the perpetrators will be brought to justice if such is the case."

	Silence answered him. Had he blacked out? Fallen to his death? Been swallowed by a massive, scaly creature? Was he currently being digested by the thing's horrid innards? He couldn't feel his legs. He had no idea if they still held him. But if this was how he met his demise, so be it. He would be spared a considerable amount of groin pain as a result.

	Before he knew precisely what was happening, a hook on a long pole had taken hold of his bound wrists and hoisted him up out of the pit. Dangling in midair, he rotated past the surprised-looking Kolarii warrior who held him and faced the equally surprised-looking chieftess. Apparently, neither one of them had ever gone fishing for Human before.

	"You would do this for us?" she said in a hushed voice. "Be our detective?"

	Quasar couldn't be sure his collar's translation software had gotten that last word right, but he nodded anyway. "I give you my word, Chieftess. If what you say about the colonists is true, then they will pay for what they have done." He forced a chuckle, despite the tearing pain in his shoulders as he was suspended by both arms behind his back. "You can toss 'em in your pit for all I care."

	The chieftess raised her arms in exultation, and her warriors' tumult returned as terrifying as before. They ceased abruptly as she dropped her arms and pointed at Quasar.

	"To ensure that you are indeed true to your word, Human, your hairy friend and your sweaty friend will remain here with us. We will send a Kolarii warrior with you as a guide—"

	"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Quasar said.

	"I am sure it is. We cannot allow all three of you to leave on your merry way. What is to keep you from going back on your word and never returning to us?"

	Quasar shrugged. "Fair enough. But I won't need a guide." He could travel back and forth between the human colony and the Kolarii settlement multiple times in the days it would take one of the Kolarii to reach the Zeta 6 colony. "I will be fine on my own."

	Hank and Gruber cast each other a very concerned glance. 

	 

	 

	By the time Captain Quasar reached the colony compound, he was nearly shot on sight by the sentinel on duty. Apparently, the colony had been having trouble lately with a so-called wilderness wizard, a self-proclaimed prophet of doom and gloom who had adopted the Kolarii ways, customs, and dress, and who returned every now and then to heckle the human colonists while keeping out of range of their plasma rifles. The governor had no patience for such foolishness.

	"Sorry about that, Captain." The young sentinel sheepishly ushered Quasar inside the compound and locked the formidable gate behind him, rifle slung over his scrawny shoulder. "Can't be too careful."

	"No harm done." Quasar may have presumed that he would arrive on the scene like a heroic Lawrence of Arabia after crossing a sea of sandy dunes, but such had not been the case. Thanks to his sore groin muscles, his bow-legged gait had been nearly as slow as a Kolarii's, and due to his neglecting to bring water for the journey, he'd arrived at the colony parched, hallucinating, and talking back to the voices in his head. "I'm sure I resembled a crazy hermit out there. Not my intention, mind you. But—what's that you say?" 

	The sentinel hadn't said anything. 

	"Oh yes, best-laid plans indeed! You're absolutely right." Quasar nodded to himself.

	"Uh—wait here, sir. I'll go get you some hydro...and an appropriate uniform."

	"No need!" Quasar tugged off the dusty Kolarii cloak and flung it aside, revealing his sweat-drenched burgundy-and-black Space Command uniform underneath. "That's right. Thank you. I am fit for duty!" He swayed on his feet and caught himself against the solid plasticon wall of the compound. He frowned, shaking his head sharply. "Yes, hydro would be great. On the double, if you don't mind."

	 

	 

	Governor Steele brought the topped-off canteen himself, meeting Quasar inside the courtyard where the sentinel resumed his post, rifle at the ready.

	"Sweet nectar of the desert," Quasar murmured happily, smacking his lips after downing half the canteen's contents.

	"Might want to take it slow, Captain." Steele was a rigid military man, more of a commandant than a politician. But it took unyielding men and women to colonize an alien moon successfully. "I see you've returned empty-handed. And you've lost your men. Do all of your missions end this badly?"

	Quasar opened his mouth to object, but he couldn't think of a suitable thing to say. So he poured more of the hydro down his throat instead, finishing the canteen and tossing it back at the governor. Steele caught it in one hand.

	"I was told you were the man for the job, Captain. That you had experience with alien races—even going so far as to have one on your crew. A Carpethrian, is it?" His lip curled back with subconscious distaste.

	"Are you sterile?" Quasar asked.

	"I beg your pardon."

	"Your colony—the humans here. Have they been able to reproduce?"

	"You've been out in the suns too long, Captain. Perhaps you have forgotten why you went into that desert in the first place."

	"I was told they might not be your children."

	"Who told you that? Those lizard-people?"

	"Turtles."

	Steele stared hard at Quasar. "How's that?"

	"They move so slow, I think turtle-people might be more accurate. Or their given name: the Kolarii."

	"Don't tell me you've gone native."

	"I only dressed the part. Although that soldier there—" Quasar gestured at the forward-facing sentinel. "—was prepared to shoot me on sight. Your colony is having trouble with a defector, I take it?"

	"Nothing we can't handle. Your assistance was requested regarding a delicate matter—and that matter alone. You were not invited here to criticize how my people conduct their affairs."

	"Understood." Quasar nodded once. "Back to the kids. They're yours?"

	Steele scowled. "Not all of them. My son is among them, yes."

	"And he's human? One hundred percent?"

	"What are you getting at, Captain?"

	"Could he beat me in a footrace on a good day?" Not today, obviously. Quasar would need to ice his groin muscles as soon as he returned to his quarters aboard the Effervescent Magnitude. "Because if what the Kolarii say is true—"

	"Whose side are you on?" 

	"I would like to speak with your colony physician." If anyone had a record of the fertility rate, it would have to be the local doctor.

	"Open the gate, soldier," Steele said. "We're done here."

	Without a word, the sentinel moved to obey.

	"I have a few more questions for you, Governor," Quasar said.

	"You'll have to ask Dr. Wolfson. You'll find him out there somewhere." Steele waved vaguely at the desolate moonscape in the distance. "A raving lunatic, last time I checked. He left us over a week ago, and he won't be welcomed back. Neither will you, Captain. I will notify United World Space Command that your mission was a failure, and I doubt that you or your fancy ship will ever return to this sector. Assuming the desert doesn't kill you."

	Quasar set his jaw as he retrieved the Kolarii cloak he'd tossed to the ground earlier. "Don't count me out yet, sir."

	 

	 

	Once Captain Quasar was a kilometer away from the compound and its stuffy governor, he activated the comm link in his collar with an awkward head jerk.

	"Captain, is everything all right down there?" Commander Wan, his first officer, sounded concerned. As a rule, she tended toward a more stoic disposition. "Scans indicate you have been on your own for the past twelve hours."

	"I'm fine, Number Wan. Tell me how Hank and Gruber fare with the Kolarii. Still alive, I trust?"

	"They are being treated to a tribal display of some sort. It could be a dance. But they are moving very slowly."

	That sounded about right. "I need you to scan my vicinity for any other humanoid life signs. A prophet of doom and gloom, in particular."

	"Sir?"

	"A hermit living outside the colony."

	"Understood." She paused. "Yes, there is a human life sign outside of the compound—"

	"Not mine, correct?"

	"Not yours, sir. It's moving in your direction."

	"You don't say." Quasar peered into the distance under the shade of his cloak's hood. "Thanks, Commander. I'll be in touch."

	"We will remain in orbit as long as necessary, ready to extract you as soon as you give the word."

	Quasar jerked his head to end the transmission and held up a hand in greeting as the cloaked figure appeared over a suns-baked dusty rise, fifty meters away. Not a Kolarii, judging by the person's fast-paced gait, and not a man suffering from sprained groin muscles.

	"Hello there," Quasar called out. "Would you happen to be—?"

	"You've got a ship in orbit? That's who you were talking to just now, right? People on your ship?" The heavily bearded, suns-burnt old-timer spoke in a rush, gesturing with suns-blistered hands. "I'll tell you whatever you want to know, just get me the hell off this rock!"

	"Identify yourself." Quasar held up a hand to slow him down. "Please."

	"Of course, you have no idea who I am. How could you? You're not from around here. You have no clue what that bastard Steele's forced me to do." He stopped himself abruptly. "I request asylum under United World Space Command Frontier Article 38, Section 7, Paragraph 24. My name is Dr. Eugene Wolfson. I can't stay here any longer. My life is in jeopardy."

	Quasar nodded to show he was listening. "Dr. Wolfson, it's my understanding that you left Zeta Colony 6—"

	"Are you hearing the words coming out of my face?" Wolfson grabbed Quasar by the cloak in two fistfuls of the sweat-soaked material. "Get me outta here!"

	Quasar easily broke the man's hold on him and shoved him back. The good doctor hit the ground on his backside.

	"As much as I myself would like to leave this moon at the first opportunity, I can't. Two of my men are being held in a Kolarii village, and I have my word to honor with their chieftess. Furthermore, I cannot have my first officer send down a transport pod at the drop of a hat. As you know, the Kolarii are a primitive race, and it would not do to introduce them to alien technology before they are developmentally ready for it. We have to be very careful when we lay in the pod's trajectory so that it is not seen while en route, and we cannot have it touch down on the moon's surface willy-nilly."

	"They took your weapons."

	Quasar blinked. "How's that?"

	"The Kolarii—when they captured you and your men. They took your stun guns."

	"You saw that, did you?" Quasar scratched at his chin.

	"Saw the whole thing from my favorite cave."

	"Well, I'm sure they wouldn't know how to use such advanced nonlethal weaponry. It would take them years probably to master—"

	"Saw them shoot a couple sand serpents and drag the stunned creatures to a Kolarii punishment pit."

	So that's what they called that hole in the ground. Fitting.

	"Sounds like you see quite a lot from this cave of yours. Where is it located?"

	"Half a klick over that rise." Wolfson gestured in the direction from whence he'd come. "The Kolarii village lies in the valley below."

	"That close?" Quasar was astounded. "It took me most of the day to reach the Zeta 6 compound!"

	"Saw you take the long way. And you were walking like a bow-legged cowboy. That probably slowed you down some."

	"Couldn't be helped." Quasar sniffed. "Now listen, if you were the colony physician, then you're just the fellow I'm looking for. And if you know a faster way to reach the Kolarii, then lead on. But I won't be taking you anywhere until I get my questions answered. Do we have an understanding between us?"

	"No." With that, Wolfson turned on his heel and set off in the opposite direction.

	Captain Quasar paused to quickly formulate a plan of action. Then he followed a few meters behind. Dr. Wolfson muttered and gestured to himself as he walked, obviously out of his gourd, and Quasar struggled to keep up. The only thing on his mind right now—besides solving the mystery of the kidnapped children and rescuing his two crewmen from the Kolarii, of course—was a tub of ice to sink his groin into. Unfortunately, his gait had grown more bow-legged than ever, and if he wasn't careful, the doctor would pull too far ahead, out of sight, and he'd be left all alone again.

	He considered calling out to Wolfson to slow down a bit, but the good doctor currently gave no indication he knew he was being followed. Quasar considered it to be in his best interest to remain as inconspicuous as possible for the time being.

	"We're almost there, Captain," Wolfson called back. "Do try to keep up, won't you?"

	"Uh-right." Quasar ducked his chin and did his best to hasten.

	"Got a bad rash or something? Or did you pull a muscle?"

	"A few of them, I believe."

	"Might have a salve for you. Works as a cure-all. Hemorrhoids, hairlessness, you name it." The doctor paused. "Or those might be the side effects, now that I think of it."

	Quasar saw what had to be the doctor's cave in the distance. It was the only rock formation in sight with the only cleft in said rocks to be seen, wide enough for an average-sized man to squeeze himself through. 

	"Tell me about Zeta 6's fertility rate."

	"Rather abrupt shift in conversation, don't you think?" Wolfson cast him a quizzical frown.

	"I'm running low on patience at the moment."

	"Understandable, I suppose. Governor Steele lost patience with me and kicked me out of the compound a while back. Said he'd kill me if I ever tried to return. Said he hoped the desert would do the job for him. But I showed him, didn't I? Yes indeed, I did. I survived. You wanna know how?"

	Quasar jerked back from the doctor, suddenly in his face.

	"By drinking my own piss," Wolfson said with a wild-eyed grin. "Hydration, that's the secret. Got a liter saved up in my cave, in case you want some."

	"And the fertility rates?" Quasar winced, swallowing the bile that burned his throat.

	"What? Oh. There weren't any."

	"Explain."

	"Something in the atmosphere." Wolfson shrugged. "That's my best guess. Something's interfering with our ability to reproduce here. Killing our gametes—eggs and sperm. Probably in the air, for all I know. But strangely enough, it hasn't affected the Kolarii."

	Quasar held his breath. Not that he planned on starting a family anytime soon, but he liked the idea of having the prospect available to him at some point in the future.

	"So unless they get some new recruits every few decades who don't mind going sterile, this whole colony is gonna wither and die. That's the real problem, see: nobody wants to settle here."

	"Why's that?" Quasar couldn't hold his breath any longer. Stupid idea anyway. The damage had been done, and he would have to live with it. 

	"Take a look around, Captain. Would you want to live on this rock?"

	"For the greater good? Of course. Earth needs all the minerals that can be mined from these far-flung moon colonies. All of our technological advancements depend on it."

	"Would you give up command of your vessel to work here?"

	Quasar cleared his throat. "We were discussing the colonists. The folks who had their children kidnapped—which, according to you, is impossible, since they can't even have children. Unless they brought the little tykes with them years ago when they came to settle this moon and somehow kept them from maturing through the use of a secret anti-aging serum."

	"You should write science fiction, Captain." Wolfson looked impressed. "You have quite the imagination. But truth be told, the children that were kidnapped aren't human at all."

	"Ha! So it is true."

	"Well, I did say truth be told."

	"The colonists kidnapped the Kolarii children and somehow made them look human, so the Kolarii stole them back—?"

	"With my help." Wolfson added. "Yep, I betrayed the Governor. Went native. When you came along, I had to warn the Kolarii that the cavalry had arrived. Sorry it got you captured and tossed into a punishment pit."

	"Couldn't be helped. Although I must confess, nothing you've told me has come as a real surprise. The Kolarii chieftess already said the children are theirs. I simply needed to corroborate her story with a reliable witness." 

	Wolfson beamed. "Never been called that before. Glad to be of service. But did the chieftess happen to mention that the children aren't exactly Kolarii, either?"

	"Uh..." Quasar faltered. "Then what the heck are they?"

	"You'll see." Wolfson turned back toward his cave and beckoned the Captain to follow. "I'll take you to their village. But first I've gotta pack up my things so you can take me with you. Can't let good urine go to waste."

	Quasar winced and nodded.

	 

	 

	Like two desert vagabonds—one partially insane and the other partially crippled due to recent groin muscle overextension—Dr. Wolfson and Captain Quasar descended the valley toward the Kolarii settlement below. Anticipating their arrival, the chieftess scrambled her warriors, and by the time they had surrounded the two visitors with weapons raised, the men had already entered the village. Wolfson cast back his hood, revealing his wiry, disheveled mop of grey hair as he held up his hands. He adamantly suggested that Quasar do the same.

	"They may be slow, Captain, but those spears are as lethal as an incinerator beam."

	"Chieftess," Quasar called out, his voice echoing with authority. "Your detective has returned."

	"Detective?" Wolfson squinted under the suns. "I thought you commanded a star cruiser."

	"Oh, I do. The Effervescent Magnitude. Ever hear of it?"

	"No. Sounds fancy."

	"It is, I assure you."

	"Can't wait to see it."

	"About that..." Quasar shifted his stance as he waited for the chieftess to make her way through the throng of fierce warriors. "Our roster is full at the moment, if you know what I mean. Besides, I'm sure you'll be needed here, once we iron out everything with Governor Steele."

	"What are you saying?" Wolfson nearly yelped. "Are you going back on your word? You can't leave me here! Steele will kill me. He'll deny everything, say it was all my idea. Even if I don't die by his hand, do you really think Space Command will let me live after what I've done?"

	"Human," the chieftess greeted Captain Quasar. Her warriors parted like plasma on a frozen tundra as she stepped between them. "You have brought only one of the culprits for justice. Where are the others?"

	"Justice? Hold on a second. What's going on here?" Wolfson yelped. "Chieftess, I warned you that these guys were headed into your village! Don't you remember me? Doctor Wolf!"

	Quasar almost snickered. A wolf...howling on a moon. Perhaps it was due to the scorching twin suns which had so far refused to set, coupled with his lack of adequate drinking water, not to mention his recent groin injury, but the captain was feeling a bit out of sorts. He struggled to maintain his composure.

	"Chieftess, what you told me about the children is true. They do not belong to the colonists." Quasar paused dramatically. "But I'm not sure they belong to you, either."

	A shocked gasp swept over the Kolarii.

	"Explain yourself, Human." The chieftess narrowed her reptilian gaze.

	"According to this scroungy fellow, the children aren't Kolarii. Which makes this entire matter quite confusing. And I'd like to see my men, by the way, to make sure they're all right."

	"They have not been harmed." She gestured languidly, and two of her warriors moved to summon the prisoners from a clay hut in the center of the village. It would be a while before Quasar, Hank, and Gruber were reunited. "Perhaps you would like to see our children again as well?" 

	Before giving Quasar a chance to respond, the chieftess threw back her head slowly and released what sounded like a strangled shriek. Immediately, a dozen human children darted out of various huts in the village at a speed only humans could run. Half a dozen came to stand on one side of the chieftess, and half a dozen on the other, like well-behaved students on a field trip. As if they had never belonged in a human compound. As if this had been their home, all along.

	"Say hello to the Human," said the chieftess.

	"Hello, Human," the children said in unison.

	"Creepy," Wolfson muttered.

	Quasar couldn't disagree.

	"Has your companion told you what he did to these little ones?" The chieftess inclined her head toward the doctor. "No? Perhaps now would be a good time for him to do so."

	Quasar nodded, turning expectantly toward the good doctor—who had suddenly leapt forward, grabbed hold of the chieftess, and shoved a sharpened stone the size of a spearhead against her scaly throat. The warriors gasped in alarm, but there was little they could do about the situation. They were, of course, too slow.

	"Nobody's gonna railroad me!" Wolfson growled. "Stay back!" he barked at the kids who'd rushed toward the chieftess with tears in their eyes. "Creepy little monsters. Look, I'm sorry I made you, all right? It was all a big mistake. But Governor Steele kept pressuring me—"

	Three stun beams struck Wolfson at the same moment, and he lurched into the air in a frozen, awkward pose. Then he dropped to the ground unconscious, shattering the clay pot of urine he'd strapped to his waist. The children cheered, rushing to embrace the chieftess who nodded and smiled down at them, assuring them that she had been all right all along. 

	Quasar searched the vicinity for the source of the discharged weapons and caught sight of three Kolarii warriors congratulating each other with slow pats on the back, each holding one of the stunners taken from Quasar and his team. 

	The Kolarii had caught on fast. It wouldn't be long until they started wanting other forms of advanced technology to make their lives easier. Such was the way of things, after all.

	Quasar jerked his head to activate the comm link in his collar. "Commander, send down Dr. Yune in a transport pod. Set landing coordinates twenty meters outside the village."

	"What about cultural contamination, sir?" said Wan.

	"Too late to worry about that, I'm afraid." He watched the children—human for all intents and purposes—embrace their chieftess like a bunch of kids at a family reunion excited to see their dear grandmother. "Besides, what I'm seeing here isn't contamination. It's kind of sweet, actually."

	 

	 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar sat at the head of the table in the Effervescent Magnitude's conference room with a pair of freeze-bags on his groin. Hank, security chief Gruber, Dr. Yune, and Commander Wan were also in attendance. The Magnitude remained in orbit of the Zeta 6 moon for the time being. What Quasar and his senior staff decided here would determine their next course of action.

	"Some sort of implant?" Commander Wan regarded the specs on the wallscreen with a skeptical gaze. They looked like the components of a twentieth-century hearing aid.

	"That's what we've been able to determine so far." Dr. Yune nodded, standing beside the screen with a laser pointer. She was a small woman with great medical know-how, and Quasar was proud to have her as a member of his crew. "Somehow, the colony physician—Dr. Wolfson—"

	"Currently sleeping in the brig," Gruber said. As chief of security, he never got to use the brig as much as he would have liked. Just being able to mention the brig in passing seemed to fill him with pride. "I checked on him—in the brig, you know. He's not going anywhere."

	Yune continued, "Wolfson managed to genetically manipulate the fauna of the moon, creating hybrids of the native species. Then, with this implant—" 

	"Fauna—you mean...critters?" Gruber said.

	Yune pointed to the device on the screen. "Wolfson gave them a human physiology—an external overlay, if you will, which caused them to appear human—as well as genetic enhancements that endowed them with human-like abilities. Genius, really. If it didn't break every code of ethics in the quadrant."

	"So you're saying they aren't even children. They're not human, and they aren't Kolarii offspring." Hank grunted incredulously and crossed all four of his very hairy arms. "Humph."

	"Yet the chieftess considers them to be as much Kolarii as any other native species on that moon. They recognize their own, regardless of external morphology," Yune said. "So Dr. Wolfson's creations will live on in that village for the rest of their days, despite their obvious human traits."

	"Can't the implant be removed?" Wan frowned. "Or if not removed, then altered to give the...children...a more Kolarii appearance?"

	"We'll leave that to the Space Command bigwigs to decide. They'll make sure both Wolfson and Governor Steele answer for what they've done." Quasar paused a moment to stroke his clean-shaven and suns-burned chin. "Planning for the future is one thing. I don't fault the colony for it. Where would any species be without its progeny? Dead as the dodo bird. But what Wolfson did in creating those youngsters..." He shook his head. "It's really messed up."

	"I still don't get why they did it," said Gruber. "I mean, yeah, the colonists wanted to have kids and they couldn't. But what Wolfson did—as amazing as it is, scientifically speaking—that wouldn't do anything for their future. Alien animal creatures that look human? Not much in the way of progeny to be found there, Captain."

	"True." Quasar chewed his knuckle pensively. "But beggars can't be choosers. It's an innate desire in most humanoid species to propagate, after all. For the colonists, perhaps having children right now was all that mattered to them, and they fooled themselves into believing those young'uns would ensure the continuation of Zeta Colony 6 for years to come."

	"Regarding Dr. Wolfson and the contamination..." Wan began.

	"Right." Quasar cleared his throat. "My first thought was to hand Wolfson over to the tribe in return for our three stun weapons. But even with him in a punishment pit and our technology out of Kolarii hands, there's still the matter of Dr. Yune's transport pod landing near that village, not to mention the bioscans she performed on the children. Which is to say, the damage has been done. There's no going back. The humans and Kolarii on that moon will no longer be able to live a completely separate existence." Quasar set his jaw. "For now, we must decide what is to be done with Dr. Wolfson. A true Dr. Frankenstein of our time." Quasar paused, taking a moment to meet the gaze of each of his senior staff. "My vote: Kolarii punishment pit. All in favor?"

	No one besides Quasar raised a hand.

	"Very well." He sniffed. "We wait until the envoy from Space Command arrives, and we let justice take its due process and whatnot. Dismissed."

	As his staff filed out of the conference room, Captain Quasar remained seated. Only when he was sure the corridor outside would be empty, he left the room and hobbled straight to his quarters, holding both freeze-packs in place. The envoy wouldn't arrive for another day or so, and he planned to be back on his feet by then—not bow-legged. But for now, a tub full of ice-cold hydro would be just about perfect.

	"Justice," he mused as he sank into the tub with a long sigh.

	Even way out here on the sector's frontier, there was a place for the long arm of Space Command to ensure its human colonists behaved in an ethical manner with regard to the galaxy's native species. Perhaps such would not always be the case. Someday, humankind may spread far beyond the reach of Earth's interplanetary governance. Then it would be up to others to make certain justice prevailed, like marshals in Earth's Ancient West—those with the fortitude to do the right thing regardless of consequence.

	"Punishment pit," Quasar murmured to himself, then snapped wide awake as he realized he hadn't seen a single sand serpent on that moon. Disappointing. "Well, there's always next time."

	The chieftess might require the services of her favorite detective again at some point, and Captain Bartholomew Quasar knew he'd be the right human for the job.

	"Case closed," he said with a grin, winking at himself in the mirror.

	 


 

	The Ghosts of Space Command

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar sat alone in the conference room of his gorgeous star cruiser, the Effervescent Magnitude. As it hurtled through the star-punctured void of deep space, he stared at the wallscreen, unable to believe he was seeing what he was seeing. 

	Whom he was seeing.

	"You should be dead," he managed after a solid minute of awkward silence. 

	"Good to see you too, Captain." Admiral Lehee smiled like a kindly old grandfather—older than old, if Quasar's calculations were correct. "You've been busy. Seems you've strayed a bit from your original mission of exploration and acquisition. Been playing hero among the stars lately, eh?"

	"Why aren't you dead?" Quasar took a moment to clench his jaw and wait for the muscle to twitch. "I saw Earth, Admiral—what was left of it. No life remains. We rescued the sole survivor, a janitor, and promoted him to ship's engineer. There was no United World on that rock. No Space Command."

	Admiral Lehee chuckled as though he were humoring his great-great-great-great grandson. "Space Command has evolved beyond the bounds of Earth in your absence, Captain. While you've been out traveling the galaxy at near-lightspeed, centuries have passed—"

	"How can you be alive?"

	"We'll get to that. It might be a good idea to invite your first officer to join us. This matter concerns her as well."

	With a quizzical frown, Quasar summoned Commander Selene Wan via his comm link. "What matter would that be, Admiral?"

	"Your career can be equally divided into two parts, Captain. Pre- and post- your return to Earth. Before you witnessed the utter destruction of our home planet, you were entirely on-mission, seeking cooperation with miners—both human and humanoid—in possession of the rare minerals Earth had long ago exhausted completely. But once you discovered there was no one left on Earth to utilize said minerals, your mission took a decidedly different course. You became a heroic starfarer of sorts, bungling your way through various situations, always with the mistaken idea that you were the last representative of United World Space Command in an alien frontier." 

	"Bungling?" Quasar glanced at Commander Wan as she entered with long strides and came to a halt, standing stoically as the conference room door slid shut behind her. "While I'm honored you've been following my career so closely—"

	"Welcome, Commander," Lehee said with a warm smile. "Do have a seat."

	She did so, looking more reserved than ever as she pulled up a chair at the glass conference table. 

	"We know you've always had your sights set on something more, Commander," the admiral continued. "Your goal isn't the deluxe-model captain's chair like our hero with the chiseled jaw."

	Quasar stroked his clean-shaven chin pensively.

	"You want the brass." Lehee tapped the gold fringe on the shoulder of his admiral's uniform. "We can make that happen, Wan."

	"Who's we?" Quasar narrowed his gaze. "I see only one admiral before me, and he could very well be a hologram programmed by some hostile alien entity to lure us into a trap."

	"Has that happened to you before?"

	"Yes."

	Lehee chuckled apologetically. "I'm sorry, Captain. You've had a rough time of it out there, I'm sure. The other admirals and I would like to invite you to Pluto Prime to discuss this matter in person. I believe it will be of interest to you both. And it is, of course, in the best interest of Space Command. Your helmsman should have the coordinates that we've transmitted. We'll see you soon."

	The wallscreen faded to black. Quasar threw up his hands in a sudden display of incredulity as he turned toward his first officer. "What do you make of this, Number Wan?"

	For once she didn't roll her eyes at the ridiculous nickname. Her focus remained on the blank screen. "That wasn't Admiral Lehee. It couldn't be."

	"Agreed." Quasar nodded, bringing his clenched fist to his chin in a meaningful pose. "So we'll go with the hologram/trap scenario. Best to be on our guard henceforth."

	 

	 

	A week later, as the Effervescent Magnitude approached Earth's solar system, the Pluto Prime space station came into view. Akin to a massive, glittering thumbtack in design, it orbited the dwarf planet/transneptunian object/plutoid known as Pluto, that small celestial body which had been a source of contentious debate amongst astronomers for centuries. Captain Quasar and Commander Wan prepared to disembark, but before they could leave the bridge, Hank the helmsman—a four-armed, very hairy Carpethrian who resembled a cross between a depressed sloth and a hung-over orangutan—swiveled his chair to face them.

	"Captain," he growled in his gravelly voice, "isn't it against protocol for both you and the commander to leave the ship?"

	"Only in dangerous situations. We're just visiting some very old friends." He winked at no one in particular. "You have the bridge, Hank ol' buddy."

	Leaving the Magnitude in Hank's capable hands—all four of them—Quasar and Wan, garbed in their spiffy dress uniforms, exited the ship via Pluto Prime's bulky walking bridge that had automatically coupled with the portside airlock upon arrival. Not a word was spoken as they strode the length of the plasticon walkway, but Quasar wondered if Wan was feeling what he was feeling: an overwhelming sense of impending doom. Of course he didn't ask her if that's what she was feeling. He didn't want to appear nervous in front of his first officer. So instead he tapped the Cody 52 Special holstered on his thigh and cleared his throat.

	"I hear Pluto is beautiful this time of year."

	"Sir?" Wan said.

	He shrugged, and they continued in silence until he could bear the silence no longer—two seconds later.

	"Been a while since I've had to shoot a hologram," he said.

	"How did that work out for you last time, sir?"

	"Well, the pulse round went straight through. Holograms are just light projections, you know. No damage done, none at all. It was weird." He was babbling. "So, Admiral Wan, eh?"

	The station-side airlock opened automatically with a rush of cool, filtered air. Quasar's hand remained on his sidearm as they approached the vacant corridor beyond. But it didn't remain vacant for long. A spindly automaton wheeled into view with a whir of its treads. 

	Quasar shuddered at the sight. He hated robots, especially ones that talked. He hoped this one wasn't the talkative sort.

	"Captain Quasar and Commander Wan—welcome to Pluto Prime," it said in a reedy monotone.

	No such luck.

	"This way, if you please. The admirals are expecting you." The robot led them down a series of empty hallways—each one constructed of sleek, dust-free plasticon that gleamed like polished steel—until they reached a pair of massive double doors. Leaving them at their apparent destination, the robot bowed awkwardly and rolled away humming to itself, which gave Quasar another involuntary shudder. 

	After a pregnant pause, the doors swung open automatically, and Admiral Lehee strode out of a thrumming communications center to meet them. Smiling broadly, he extended his hand.

	"So glad you could join us!" he greeted. His palm was cold as he pumped Quasar's hand in a crushing grip. "We don't get many visitors these days, truth be told."

	Quasar had noticed the Magnitude was the only vessel docked at the station. He also noticed the admiral wasn't a hologram. He was solid matter. But not exactly human. No human could be so cold to the touch—unless he was dead…

	"The others will be here shortly. Tying up a few loose ends, if you will. Then we'll be on our way."

	"Way?" Quasar echoed.

	"Such a powerful ship you have, Captain. So much firepower! The Effervescent Magnitude will be a great help in solidifying our command of this sector."

	"How's that?" Wan said. 

	The captain had been stricken speechless.

	 "Your new mission!" Admiral Lehee released Quasar's throbbing hand and beat him on the back so hard he almost coughed up a vertebra. "We're going to take over the quadrant, of course."

	"Not with my ship, you're not," Quasar managed.

	"No?" The next slap on the back sent Quasar headlong against the wall where he collapsed like a discarded puppet. Quick to spring to his unsteady legs, he found his eyes oddly unable to focus.

	"How about you, Commander?" The admiral advanced on Wan. "Ready for that promotion? You're acting Captain of the Magnitude from this moment forward, and ambassadorship won't be far off if you play your cards right."

	Wan matched every step the admiral took toward her with one back, retreating the same way she and the captain had arrived.

	"How have you managed to live so long, Admiral? Gene replacement therapy?"

	Lehee smiled, reaching for her shoulders with both hands. Wan remained just beyond his grasping fingers.

	"We're going to live forever, Commander. Or should I call you Captain now? Fly us where we need to go, and you too will live for centuries without end!"

	"Don't do it," Quasar said with a grimace, holding a hand to what felt like fractured ribs. He couldn't be sure beneath the ridges of his solid-muscle core, but he was in a great deal of pain, nevertheless. Something had to be broken in there. Gasping, he followed Wan and the admiral up the corridor. He gripped his Cody 52 Special and aimed it at Lehee. "You can't trust him. I'm pretty sure he isn't even human."

	"Perhaps not," Lehee conceded, "but I retain all of my own memories. My ghost is in this machine, and it will carry me to the end of the age."

	"You're not a…" Quasar gulped. "Robot?"

	"Artificial life sure beats being dead and forgotten for hundreds of years. Wouldn't you say?" Lehee turned as a dozen other elderly admirals approached via an adjacent corridor, male and female, representing every ethnicity from Earth in its heyday. The bravest, wisest souls of United World Space Command murmured their agreement and smiled like a squad of benevolent grandparents. They advanced on Quasar and Wan with the deliberate steps of automatons. "Good. Everyone's here. Charges all set?" Lehee said.

	"Ready to blow, Admiral," reported a white-haired, wiry lady Quasar instantly recognized as Admiral Haley. She winked at him, her skin crinkling like chocolate-colored parchment. "Looking good, Bart. You haven't aged a day."

	"Near-lightspeed travel will do that." Quasar kept his gun aimed at Lehee. "What's your excuse?"

	"Advancements in artificial life. Digital consciousness," Haley said. "Complete neural transfer to a fully functional cybernetic organism."

	"I see." He did, if only partially. They had downloaded their brains into machines that looked like their old bodies. "Why not make yourselves look younger?"

	The admirals glanced at each other as if the thought had never occurred to them.

	"We can discuss the particulars later." Admiral Lehee gestured for everyone to move toward the docking bridge, twenty meters away. "The station is going to explode in a few minutes, and we'll need to be far away from here when that happens. The legacy of Space Command is in your hands, Captain Wan!"

	Without a glance in Quasar's direction, Wan led them to the airlock. Quasar blinked, unable to believe what he was seeing.

	"Commander?"

	"Coming, Bart?" Lehee grinned. "I'd hate to see the galaxy lose its greatest hero."

	Quasar ground his teeth and fired his Cody 52 Special over their heads. A blue pulse round struck the transparent wall of the docking bridge with a blast of light. A fissure of cracks expanded exponentially, releasing atmosphere into the frozen void beyond with a wild hiss.

	"Quickly, everyone—aboard the Magnitude!" Lehee cried, charging forward and beckoning to the others.

	Quasar's next shot hit the airlock control panel with a burst of sparks. The door slid shut and sealed itself. Lehee cursed, shoving his way past Wan and pounding on the panel in spite of the flames. His artificial hands were scorched in the process, but he didn't relent. The door wouldn't budge. Already the docking bridge had uncoupled from the Magnitude and had begun retracting toward the station.

	"Now what, hero?" Lehee spat, looking for all the world like an ugly old drunk. "You plan to die with us?"

	"Nobody's dying today. But on the off-chance that something goes horribly wrong—" Quasar activated the comm link in his collar with a swift, albeit awkward, head jerk. "Hank, take the Magnitude to a safe distance in case Pluto Prime suddenly blows up."

	"Is that likely to happen, sir?" the Carpethrian growled.

	"I'll get back to you on that." Quasar jerked his head to end the transmission. As the Magnitude veered away from the station, Quasar holstered his weapon. "You all may very well be…" He clenched his jaw. "…robots, but I have a feeling there's enough of a self-preservation instinct somewhere underneath all that creepy artificial flesh that won't let you annihilate yourselves. Am I right?"

	The admirals glanced at each other, their expressions inscrutable. Only Lehee spoke, still in grumpy belligerent grandfather mode.

	"Five hundred years, stuck on this awful station. Attended by soulless automatons. Do you have any idea how boring it's been for us?"

	"Why didn't you contact me sooner?" Quasar said. "If I'd known—"

	"It's taken us this long to destroy our artificial caretakers and disable the station's AI. That thing was the worst—Big Brother on a whole 'nother level! Wouldn't let us do anything, said it was protecting us. A vestigial failsafe we never intended to last this long." He blew out a sigh. "We're finally on our own now, and we want to make our mark on the quadrant. Is that too much to ask?"

	"You said you wanted control. I assume that involves subjugating neighboring worlds?"

	"If necessary, yes!"

	"And who will decide what is necessary?" Commander Wan said as she came to Quasar's side. He gave her a wink, glad she was back with the program. She ignored him. "United World Space Command has never been about domination. Its aim was to safeguard the interests of Earth—"

	"And look where that got us!" Lehee shrilled. "We did a fine job of destroying ourselves before Emperor Zhan and his drones finished us off! Our home sweet planet can't even support a population of cockroaches, much less any of the human refugees spread out across the quadrant. If we'd been more proactive centuries ago, our species never would have gotten to this point. What'll be next? Inter-species reproduction? A human/Carpethrian mingled bloodline? No. Not while Space Command is still in operation."

	"You're living in the past, Admiral," Quasar said. "As long as you do, there will be no place for you in the galaxy."

	Wan turned to face him, probably impressed by the captain's wisdom. He even surprised himself sometimes.

	"Bart's right," said Admiral Haley. She nodded toward the others. "Disarm the charges. We're not blowing anything up today."

	The other admirals bolted out of sight faster than humanly possible, leaving only a downcast Lehee and chipper Haley with Quasar and Wan. Lehee looked deflated, shoulders slumping and arms dangling uselessly at his sides, mouth working silently as if with sudden-onset dementia. Admiral Haley patted him gently on the back like a sympathetic nurse.

	"Galactic domination seemed like a good idea for a hobby. But we'll find something else to do with ourselves. Don't worry, we'll try to stay out of trouble." She looked Quasar up and down and gave him a broad wink. "Don't you be a stranger, Bart."

	 

	 

	Back aboard the Magnitude, Captain Quasar and his first officer stood alone in the conference room, staring out the wide viewport as starlight passed by in streaks of frosty white.

	"Completely understandable," Quasar acknowledged, referring to Wan's apparent betrayal earlier on Pluto Prime. "You just didn't want the greatest minds of Space Command to blow themselves up."

	"That, and I did like the sound of Captain Wan." She gave Quasar a sidelong glance and almost smiled. 

	"Someday, Number Wan. Someday."

	"Will we be returning to monitor the admirals' status?"

	"To see if they're hatching any new diabolical plots, you mean?" Quasar chuckled. "Of course we will. Their minds contain centuries of valuable data. They would be a significant resource to us, as long as they behave themselves."

	She paused. "Permission to speak freely, sir?"

	"Granted."

	"You and Admiral Haley. Is there a history between—?"

	"That will be all, Commander. Dismissed."

	With a short nod, Commander Wan exited the conference room, leaving the captain to gaze out into the black and ponder the mysteries of space-time. Intimate memories only a few years old (from his perspective) drifted through his mind, bringing half a nostalgic smile to his chiseled features. Even with the time dilation factor, wasn't age just a number? He toyed with the idea of keeping in touch with Admiral Haley— 

	Until he remembered she was now a freakish robot. 

	With a shudder, he shook himself and returned to the bridge of the Magnitude, doing his best to focus on the job at hand: being the greatest starfaring hero the galaxy had ever seen.

	 


 

	The Fur Traders from Narvana 6

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar was just about to regale his bridge crew with another action-packed yarn from his younger days in Earth's United World army—before humankind had reduced their planet to a smoldering ash heap—when his first officer interrupted him apologetically.

	"We are being scanned by an alien vessel, sir. Now entering visual range." Commander Selene Wan consulted the screen on her console as the ship swung into view. "Two kilometers off our port bow." 

	Quasar folded his muscled arms. Never one to appreciate interruptions, he faced the large viewscreen on the bridge's fore wall with a narrowed, steely gaze. "Scanning us, you say? That's rather rude."

	"We are passing through their space, Captain," said Hank—the very hairy, four-armed Carpethrian helmsman. The only non-human crew member aboard the Effervescent Magnitude, Hank resembled a cross between a drunk sloth and an obese orangutan. "Might just be a matter of protocol."

	"Their space," Quasar mused, strumming his clean-shaven chin. "How does that work, really? I've always wondered. How far into space from their home world does anyone's territory extend? With Earth, it was simple: our solar system. Eight or nine planets, depending on the prevailing definition. But there isn't a single celestial body in sight!"

	"Would you like me to open a comm channel, sir?" Wan's hand hovered over the display.

	"Scan them first. Let's see how they like it." Quasar leaned back in his deluxe-model captain's chair. "Then go ahead and open a vid-channel. I want to see what these nosy nellies look like."

	The nosy nellies turned out to be Xenodians—a brawny reptilian race known for their forays into piracy, bounty hunting, scavenging, pillaging, politics, and other unsavory pursuits. Soldiers of fortune, in other words. Their vessel carried half a dozen well-armed crew, and the vessel itself was a feat of modern engineering. Equipped with a reactor designed for a ship twice its size, it boasted a wide array of tow cables, a hull-breaching drill, and plenty of cargo space.

	"Predators," Quasar said as he rose from his seat. "Undoubtedly up to no good."

	"On screen, sir," Wan said. 

	Immediately, the viewscreen filled with the leering face of a green, scaly-skinned Xenodian.

	"Hello there," said Quasar. "How may we be of assistance?"

	The Xenodian didn't say anything at first. Perhaps its translation software had something to do with the lag time. After a few moments of awkward silence, the pirate bared its rows of shark teeth in a hideous grin.

	"Come to join the fun, Earth Man?" Its voice sounded strained, choked by gravel. Quasar doubted such was truly the case, but it was an apt description.

	"Fun? I'm not sure what—"

	"Hunting season. Isn't that why you're out here?"

	"To hunt? No, not unless you're referring to the acquisition of rare mineral deposits. We're on a Space Command-sanctioned mission of exploration, you see—"

	The Xenodian barked a guttural command, and one of its subordinates held before the vidcam lens what appeared to be a very shaggy rug—one quite similar to Hank's fury pelt. Exactly the same, truth be told. But with no Carpethrian underneath.

	"Look familiar?" the Xenodian said.

	Quasar glanced at Hank, who obviously recognized the fur. The very hairy helmsman sat frozen at his station, staring up at the viewscreen in unblinking consternation.

	"What is your purpose here?" Quasar demanded.

	"Told you already." The pirate shook the large pelt in a taloned grip. "Carpethrian furs fetch a high price out on the edge. Nothing keeps colonists warm on a frozen moon like fine pelts. And they make good throw rugs, too."

	Hank growled low in his twin throats.

	"Get to the point." Unnoticeably behind his back, Quasar gave Commander Wan a complicated series of hand gestures, ordering her to stand by with all weapons.

	"You appear to have a Carpethrian on board your ship, Earth Man. According to hunting season etiquette, he must excuse himself from your vessel in a transport pod. We will give him a generous head start before we begin the chase. It's only sportsmanlike."

	"And if he refuses?" Quasar's hands tightened into fists.

	The Xenodian chuckled—a gruesome gargling sound. "He wouldn't want to do that." He pause. "A very pretty ship you've got there. I would hate to see it torn apart when there are more civilized options available to us."

	Hank swiveled his chair at the helm and faced Captain Quasar. "I'll go," he grunted, heaving himself up onto his fuzzy feet.

	"No you don't." Quasar pointed at his favorite Carpethrian. "Sit back down and prepare yourself for some complicated maneuvers, Hank ol' buddy. We're not handing you over to these miscreants!"

	The Xenodian guffawed. "You've got spunk, Earth Man. But this is not your quadrant. Here, it's illegal for you to carry such a furry specimen aboard your ship and not comply—"

	Quasar terminated the transmission. 

	"Did you know about this?" he asked Hank. "Before we plotted a course through this sector?"

	"Xenodians have no official territory, Captain. Many hail from Narvana 6, but most are opportunistic vagabonds. Their planet was destroyed a century ago when their sun went supernova." 

	"So it wouldn't be against any law in this sector to, say, send a plasma torpedo at their engines and leave them stranded in our wake?"

	"Sounds like a good plan, sir," Hank said, his fangs appearing in what could have been considered a grin.

	Quasar pointed at his first officer. "Make it happen."

	"Torpedo away, sir." Commander Wan nodded. Then she frowned at her console. "Torpedo detonated, Captain. Prior to impact—no damage whatsoever to the Xenodian vessel."

	"Get us out of here, Hank!" Quasar leapt into his captain's chair and gripped both armrests. "Maximum velocity."

	Hank's four hands flew across the helm display as if with minds all their own. But before he could send the Magnitude on a different trajectory at high speeds, his console went dark—as did every other system on board. The bridge pulsed, awash in a crimson glow from emergency light strips mounted along the perimeter. 

	"Reserve power now online," the automated voice of the ship's computer announced, sounding like a monotonous grandmother. "Life support functional within acceptable parameters. All other systems are currently offline."

	"What the heck happened?" Quasar frowned as his star cruiser sat motionlessly in the black. "Why aren't we moving?"

	"It would seem the Xenodians—" Wan began.

	"The alien vessel released an EMP burst that disabled all primary systems," the computer explained.

	Wan glanced upward with a slightly perturbed expression. Like the captain, she didn't appreciate being interrupted. "That's what I was going to say."

	"EMP?" Quasar's brow rumpled itself. "So navigation and weapons are completely offline?"

	"Correct," both Wan and the ship's computer said in unison. Wan clenched her jaw and counted backward under her breath in Flexicant decimals—a trick she'd learned from the captain. It kept her calm in situations where her patience was tested. "Captain, I recommend going to full alert status—"

	"Outer hull breach on Deck 12," the computer reported.

	Quasar nodded to his first officer. "Good idea." Ejecting his Cody 52 Special from his chair's armrest, he caught the gleaming pulse pistol midstride. "Hank, you're with me."

	"Captain?" The Carpethrian looked uncertain about deserting his post.

	"You want to keep that furry skin you're in?" Quasar jerked his head to activate the comm link in his collar. "Chief Gruber, assemble a security detail and meet me on Deck 12. We've got company." He jerked his head awkwardly to end the transmission and glanced at Commander Wan. "Figure out some way to notify the ship's company. They need to report to battle stations." He pumped the manual release lever at the bridge exit, causing the door to jerk open a few centimeters at a time.

	"The intercom is out ship-wide, sir," Wan said. "Short of notifying each crewmember via comm link, I don't see how—"

	"Report to battle stations. Repeat. All crew report to battle stations," the computer announced.

	Wan stared at the ceiling. Then she stared at the captain. 

	Quasar shrugged. "Must be part of the emergency protocols. She hasn't said anything before."

	"She, sir?" Wan looked like she'd be counting backward again at any second.

	"The Magnitude." Quasar gazed upward. Then he cleared his throat and spoke up, "Uh-how soon until…That is, when are the intruders expected to be aboard?"

	"The inner hull will be breached within three minutes," the computer answered.

	The bridge door had opened wide enough to allow Hank's girth to squeeze through. Saluting Commander Wan, Quasar left the bridge of the Magnitude in her capable hands and charged out into the exterior corridor. Reaching the first of many ladder chutes, Quasar slid down without any regard for the rungs and found himself wondering yet again why the ship's designers hadn't installed a few speedlifts. He decided to ask the Magnitude herself, since she appeared to be in such a chatty mood today.

	"Any sort of elevator would currently be offline," the computer replied.

	Of course. But that didn't explain why all 1,492 members of the crew were expected to use ladders between decks even when there wasn't a power outage.

	As his boots hit the floor of Deck 12, Quasar crouched low, Cody 52 at the ready. Hank's furry feet landed behind him with heavy thuds. Captain and Carpethrian helmsman crept forward without a word until they reached the end of the institutional gray corridor. That's where they met security chief Gruber—a stocky, sweaty fellow who always insisted his excessive perspiration was due to an undiagnosed medical condition that in no way interfered with his responsibilities. Six of his muscular, well-armed security personnel stood nearby, ready for action.

	"Captain." Gruber saluted crisply and wiped his lip, covered in beads of sweat. He kept his voice low. "What's going on? Are we under attack?"

	"One for all, and all for one," Quasar said, striking his most favorite pose—the Confident Starfarer. The men and women in the security detail nodded and glanced at each other with appreciation. They loved their captain. Nay, they adored him.

	"What's that mean, sir?" Gruber looked more confused than usual. "All one and the same or something?"

	"Xenodian pirates have come to skin Hank and sell his fur to the highest bidder."

	"Humph," Hank grunted.

	"But we're not going to let that happen," Quasar added.

	"I should say not!" Gruber handed over his spare pulse pistol. "Here you go, Hank. Shoots a bit to the left, but if you compensate—"

	"Intruder alert," the ship's computer announced. "Deck 12. Two hostiles have boarded."

	"Everybody stay sharp." Quasar strode ahead of the security team. "Times like these bring back so many memories: My early days as a young stud defending the interests of the United World government from the grasping claws of the Eastern Conglomerate…"

	Always interested in a good war story, Chief Gruber did his best to keep up with the captain's long strides. But before Captain Quasar could regale all of those in earshot with an action-packed tale, a barrage of incinerator fire spewed from the opposite end of the corridor. Quasar hit the deck firing, sending a slew of blue pulse rounds into the melee of oncoming crimson particle beams. Gruber and the security officers had instantly followed their captain's lead, dropping prostrate onto the floor and firing their fully charged weapons. 

	Everyone but Hank. Unlike his fellows, the Carpethrian trudged ahead, meeting the incinerator blasts head-on. Yet not a single beam singed his thick fur. Perhaps the pirates couldn't have their quarry damaged in any way—not a single hair crisped—or risk a declination in value.

	"Hank—get down!" Quasar shouted.

	"Can't get a clean shot, Captain," Gruber grunted. "Hank's fur is in the way."

	Quasar strummed his clean-shaven chin—difficult to do, considering his floor-bound posture, but he managed. 

	"I have an idea," he said at length. "Follow me."

	Meanwhile, Hank had started growling deep in his furry chest. Three of his hands clenched into fists while the fourth gripped his pistol straight out ahead of him like a gunfighter from the Ancient West.

	"Show yourselves!" he roared, sounding fiercer than any Xenodian had ever attempted to be in the history of the galaxy. "You want my skin? Then face me!"

	A pair of ripples appeared in the middle of the corridor as two holo-emitters switched off, revealing the Xenodian who had greeted them on the bridge viewscreen, along with one of his reptilian henchman. 

	"You saved me a bloody rampage through this fine ship, Carpethrian," the pirate said with a hideous grin. "Did your humans abandon you?"

	"No!" Quasar leapt out from behind Hank and leveled his Cody 52 with the Xenodian's scaly head.

	"All for one and the same!" Gruber leapt out from behind Hank as well, aiming his plasma rifle. 

	The six security personnel would also have appeared out from behind Hank's furry girth, had they thought the captain's order to follow him had been meant for them and not Chief Gruber alone. So they remained on the deck floor halfway down the corridor with weapons at the ready and no clear shots, thanks to Hank blocking their line of sight.

	"It appears we are in a South American standoff," Quasar said, raising an eyebrow.

	"How so?" the Xenodian said.

	Quasar blinked. He'd hoped the situation would be self-explanatory. "Well, if I shoot you, and you shoot him, and he shoots him, et cetera, then everybody dies here. I don't want that for my crew, and I doubt you do, either."

	"My crew is expendable." The Xenodian fired his incinerator point-blank at the henchman beside him, and the wide-eyed fellow vanished in a puff of smoke. A small pile of ash sat on the floor where he'd been standing.

	"That was uncalled for," Quasar said. 

	"Humph," Hank agreed.

	Gruber's mouth hung open as he stared.

	"I will end you just as fast—if your Carpethrian does not lay down his weapon and join me." The Xenodian had yet to blink, its bulbous yellow eyes staring without fear as he regarded Hank before him. "Do you really want this pompous Earth Man to die because of you, Carpethrian?"

	Hank's fists trembled with restrained fury. "No."

	"Then do as I say, and none of your humans will be harmed in the process."

	Hank glanced at the captain. "Sorry, sir." He moved to set the pulse pistol on the floor. "You'll have to find yourself a new helmsman."

	"No, Hank." Quasar tightened his grip on the Cody 52, fighting a strange stinging sensation in his eyes.

	"Good idea, Hank," Gruber said with a grim nod.

	"What the heck is wrong with you?" Quasar turned on his security chief. "It's a terrible idea!"

	But as Hank bent down to set his weapon on the deck, six blue streaks of lethal plasma rounds struck the Xenodian all at once. The pirate blinked, staring at the half-dozen cauterized holes in his chest, unable to see the one straight through his throat. He may have had some pithy last words to share before he collapsed to the deck and breathed his last, but no one would ever know what they were. All they heard was a pathetic, garbled wheeze. Then he stared sightlessly up at the ceiling, lying beside the ashes of his incinerated henchman.

	"Well done!" Quasar cheered on the security team as they smiled bashfully and quickly got to their feet. Then the captain frowned, noting their location—halfway down the corridor. "Chief, did you know about this?"

	"About what, sir?" Gruber wiped his sweat-slick forehead.

	"Their failure to follow orders. I told them to follow me when I crept on tiptoe behind Hank's shaggy girth."

	"Humph," said Hank, stooping to retrieve his pistol.

	"Uh-well…" Gruber began. "When it appeared they may have misunderstood your order—thinking follow me was in fact directed at the chief of security and not the squad as a whole—I may have taken it upon myself to give them a series of complicated hand gestures, ordering them to shoot any intruder in their line of sight. When Hank bent over to set down his weapon, they must have gotten a clear shot."

	Quasar nodded. "Very well. But don't let it happen again—the disobeying orders. Unless of course the situation calls for it. As this one did." His comm link bleeped, and he jerked his head to activate the device in his collar.

	"Captain," Commander Wan reported, "the Xenodian vessel has detached itself from our hull and is veering away on its own heading with four remaining crew on board. The Magnitude's computer has managed to bring minimal power back online, and I have installed a containment field around both hull breeches. It will hold until we reach space dock for repairs."

	"Glad to see you ladies working so well together," Quasar said, winking at no one in particular.

	"Captain?" Wan did not sound amused.

	"Be there in a bit." Quasar jerked his head to terminate the transmission. Then he clapped Hank on his superior left shoulder. "Glad you're still in your own skin, Hank ol' buddy."

	"Me too, sir."

	"If we run into those rogues again—or anybody else with your fur in their sights—we'll do this again. Kill them, that is, or send them packing." Quasar raised a fist. "All for one, and one for all!"

	The security squad echoed him to the letter—all except Chief Gruber, who wiped the sweat dribbling off his chin and piped up, "That's right, one and all!"

	"Humph," Hank grunted, handing over his borrowed weapon and trudging toward the nearest ladder chute that would take him to the upper decks.

	Quasar followed, giving the security team high-fives and butt-slaps as he passed. He didn't even mind climbing all those ladders back to the bridge. He almost felt like a young stud again in the UW army after a successful campaign. No responsibilities. Only celebrations. Too many parties to count.

	But of course there was the Xenodian ash ground into the carpet on Deck 12 to tend to. He would have to assign a deckhand to get that out. And to remove the plasma-riddled corpse as well. And the hull breach would need fixing as soon as possible. He hoped that wouldn't leave a scar. The Magnitude was such a beauty.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CAPTAIN BARTHOI.OMEW

:"UUHEHR






