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“Those glorious golden age sci-fi pulp magazines have now been reincarnated.”

Midwest Book Review, review of Space Pirates.

“Reading this book has reminded me of all the reasons I love Sci-Fi.”

Pauline Creeden, author of The Prodigal Life,

review of Space Battles.
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The Full-Throttle Space Tales series collected action-packed, high octane, science fiction stories exploring such diverse topics as piracy, strong women, horror, vagabonds, the military, and warfare by authors like Mike Resnick, Irene Radford, C.J. Henderson, Jean Johnson, David Boop, and Alan L. Lickiss. Series editors David Lee Summers, Carol Hightshoe, Dayton Ward, Jennifer Brozek, and Bryan Thomas Schmidt have teamed up to pick the very best of the original Full-Throttle Space Tales. This collection includes the three best stories from each of the original anthologies—eighteen thrill-packed science fiction stories in all! Buckle your seatbelts, because we’re going to accelerate to Maximum Velocity!
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Accelerating to Maximum Velocity

David Lee Summers

Welcome to Maximum Velocity, an anthology which collects the best stories from a run of six books known collectively as the Full-Throttle Space Tales Series, published between 2008 and 2012. My name is David Lee Summers and I’m joined by editors Carol Hightshoe, Dayton Ward, Jennifer Brozek, and Bryan Thomas Schmidt. We’ll be your hosts on this series of adventures set in the distant future. As you prepare for this ride, I hope you’ll allow me a moment to reflect on the journey so far.

In 2007, David Boop approached me on behalf of his publisher, David Rozansky, about editing an anthology of fun, action-charged tales about space pirates. I put out a call and started collecting stories. David, David, and I met later that year at MileHiCon in Denver, Colorado along with some other editors and authors—most of whom, fortunately, were not named David. Over dinner we came to realize that we could tell action-charged stories about many types of people. We made plans to collect anthologies about women in space, soldiers in space, vampires in space, and more.

Over the next five years, our team of editors collected six anthologies. Space Pirates was the first followed by Space Sirens edited by Carol Hightshoe, which told stories of strong women exploring the stars. Dayton Ward, well known for his Star Trek tie-in work was tapped to edit an anthology about line soldiers fighting among the stars called Space Grunts. I returned to edit the series’ fourth volume about the monsters and scary things one might find while exploring the cosmos called Space Horrors. Jennifer Brozek, already a well-regarded editor in her own right and who went on to garner a Hugo nomination, suggested an anthology about vagabonds travelling the spaceways called Space Tramps. Last but not least, Bryan Thomas Schmidt, who has also since garnered a Hugo nomination for his editorial work, collected Space Battles.

As time went on, the original publisher of the Full-Throttle Space Tales decided to move away from publishing fiction and the anthologies were taken out of print. Despite that, those of us who had put so much time and love into this series felt there was too much good material to allow it to languish, so we decided to collect the very best of the Full-Throttle Space Tales and present them under one cover.

Selecting the best of a good set of stories, especially ones you’re attached to is never easy. Our process was to give each of our anthologies to the next editor in line and let them pick their favorite stories. So Carol Hightshoe selected her favorite stories from Space Pirates, Dayton Ward selected his favorites from Space Sirens, and so on. The upshot is that each story in this volume has been vetted not just by one editor, but at least two. Even though most of the editors had stories in these collections, none of them nominated their own. Once the selections were made, the original editors went back and worked with the authors to polish the stories and really make them shine for this volume. Each story is preceded by a new introduction by its editor.

Okay, that’s the pre-flight talk. Make sure those tray tables and seats are in the upright position for takeoff, because it’s time to open the throttle and accelerate to maximum velocity!
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Edited by David Lee Summers
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​​​On the Eve of the Last Great Ratings War
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by David Boop

Introduction to

“On the Eve of the Last Great Ratings War”

I suspect all of us who have owned pets have found ourselves wondering what they think about. What’s more, animals have long been bred to perform specialized tasks for humans. As we go into space and as we improve our genetic engineering skills, I can easily imagine scientists creating smarter dogs and cats, bred to do the dirty jobs that humans don’t want to do. Of course, any time someone has to do those dirty jobs, they will rebel and piracy has long been a means to express that rebellion.

Those ideas alone had the potential for a great story, but David Boop added a look at our ability to become celebrities through reality television and the internet. In the process, he snuck some social commentary into a story that has both action and humor.

I first met David Boop at a writer’s workshop at the Opus Fantasy Arts Festival in Denver, Colorado. I saw a lot of promise in David at that early meeting and he has gone on to do great things. Turn the page to find out what happens on the eve of the last great ratings war.

* * *
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“Do you have the signal, Nip?”

“It’s coming, sir. And sir? Please stop calling me ‘Nip.’”

“I will consider not calling you Nip when you have the signal.”

The young Feigatos was agitated. Yellow fur creased on his brow as declawed fingers raked over the keyboard. “It’s coming. When have I let you down?”

“Let me think. The F’jorian Nebula,” the Captain responded, finger poised on his chin.

“That wasn’t my—”

“And den dere was da Beteene job,” Demmy, the first mate, said in a loud whisper. His whiskers brushed against his gray fur as he scratched his nose.

“Oh, and don’t forget that incident on M34 run,” said Doc Likimous, his smooth, nearly translucent skin making him seem alien even next to his fellow Feigatos.

The Captain grinned. The men were just giving the kit some well-intentioned ribbing, but he knew their hacker would lose focus if they cut too deep. “Okay, crew. Let the cat do his job.” To his hacker, he asked, “You will break us in, will you not, Nip?” He placed his large gloved paw on the shoulder of his hyperspace fidelity stream expert. “This is far from your first HyFi hack. Should be no trouble at all.”

“No, Captain, not at all.”

Nip placed his paws behind his head in triumph as the bridge of the star-vessel Nolean lit up with the holographic image of the Hu’nax Imperial Network logo—a giant fist blazoned in reds and blacks. A pleasant female voice emanated from the floating logo:

“H.I.N. presents the Imperial Transport Channel. Your stream will begin shortly.”

The Captain was pleased. His lips curled into a ferocious smile and white teeth stood out against the orange fur that covered his feline head and muscular body. He looked every bit the predator his ancestors were, complemented with the latest in modern gunmetal-gray armor and two oversized boarding blasters.

He walked over to his captain’s chair and sat down. The carved baobab wood offset the metal and plastics of the bridge, which made him feel more at home there than anywhere in the galaxy. He drug a claw against a replaceable plank embedded in the armrest, feeling the curl of the shaving under his nail. Of all the ships he had stolen for his personal use, this was his favorite. He even named it after his first love.

The cat pirate cut an imposing figure on the bridge of the Stalker-class attack vessel; the ship as fine a balance of style and function as its commander. Its double-wedge shape allowed it unparalleled agility in both real and hyperspace. Gun ports filled its concave sides, ready for close combat maneuvers.

“Good job, Nip. Let us see if our prey’s stream is up yet.”

Nip cursed under his breath at the Captain’s pet name for him. His padded fingers tapped keys sternly. “Got it.”

The holographic image changed from the H.I.N. logo to that of another ship’s bridge. It was large and luxurious and implied the power and prestige befitting a transport vessel in service to the Imperium. The Hu’nax commander sat in his chair, just starting his testimonial. The Captain sighed. He hated this most about monitoring the network: broadcast ego trips.

“Well, yes, the mantle of command does wear heavily on this crown sometimes, but when the Emperor calls you, you respond.”

The first mate shook his head. “Who is dis waste of bandwidth?”

“Nip, run a hyki on this guy.”

Nip sampled the Hu’nax commander’s retinal pattern and pulled up his bio page. Fresh from the academy with mediocre marks across the board, the Captain had seen scarier lint between his toes.

“Gentlecats, we have a company man here!”

The crew laughed. Any nearly hairless ape-descendant this green was considered a “company man.” Recent graduates knew nothing about ship combat that hadn’t come from their officer’s manual and were easy pickings ... usually.

The Captain paged his boarding crew. Azalin, his Mũssex squad leader, answered. Slanted red eyes looked at the Captain down a brown-furred nose.

Yess, Captain? Azalin projected.

Like the rest of his crew, the Captain had overridden his reflex to lick his lips every time he saw Azzie. Only a few centuries ago, Feigatos considered Mũssex prey. Despite years of genetic manipulation, most Feigatos wouldn’t pass up a chance at a Mũssex meal. Azzie had changed that thanks to his telepathic abilities, a rarity amongst his kind. Azzie had convinced the Captain that their interests ran parallel and, in turn, the Captain had spared the rodent-like thief’s life. Since the hodgepodge crew of the Nolean was already an assortment of misfits, the Mũssex fit right in.

“Looks like a company man, but do be careful anyway.”

Azzie thought, I alwayss am.

True to the Captain’s faith in him, the Mũssex had always been first through the hatch, his diminutive size and faster-than-Hu’nax reflexes made him nearly impossible to get a lock on. Azzie broke through gauntlets like sour milk through a kitten.

The Captain turned back to the projection.

“I was chosen specially for this assignment by the general himself. He saw my demo reel at graduation and said I was just the guy he was looking for. He liked my persona, my ease in front of the hy-cam.”

The Captain guffawed, “Is there a Hu’nax that doesn’t go into the academy hoping to be a military celebrity? I would bet a week’s rations that the general has never heard his name. People that high up rarely deal directly with their underlings.”

“They won’t tell me what I’m hauling, but I’m sure it’s pretty important. I was given a special instructional stream on tactics to fend off those lousy Feigato pirates.”

The Captain stroked the hairs under his chin and voiced his thoughts out loud, “It is like this hork is inviting me to attack. Does he truly think that he can make a name for himself by taking me out?”

“He’s an arrogant bastard, dat’s fer sure, Captain.” Demmy gave the projection a two-claw salute.

“How long until he is in range, Harra?”

The Nolean’s navigator scanned the data displayed at her station. She purred out his answer, while never taking her eyes off the monitor. “The transport will be passing us in four hundred point thirty-five seconds, Captain.”

Their ship was attached to large piece of celestial matter rotating in the outer ring of a gas planet. A secondary gas giant lay relatively close, causing a flux in the hyperspace lane. The combined gravitational pull forced ships to leave hyperspace and recalculate. Transports had to put up with this or avoid the system altogether. However, since it was fastest route, ships dealt with the 3.28 seconds delay as they readjusted their coordinates.

The Captain knew about the prime ambush spot for years, but he never used it. He hoped the Empire would think it was their little secret, so he passed up small- and medium-sized transports. One day, he believed, they’d send something succulent through here, and it would be worth all the small meals he’d given up.

Finally, the rumor that a special shipment would be passing through this very area came within earshot of the Captain, a meal so secret that its contents were known only to the Emperor’s closest advisors. Taking it would be a huge blow to the Imperium and could give the Captain the biggest ratings jump of his pirating career.

“Do you smell it, Demmy? This could be the one. The haul we need to draw the Emperor out.”

“Aye, Captain. Dis could make you a serious contender; one da people would take notice of.”

“Nip? How large is the feed?”

“It’s going out to 218 systems; that’s over half. There are some 35 trillion beings tuned in to this HyFi network, currently.”

The Captain pounded his right fist against his armrest. “Bast’s balls! Primetime! I cannot imagine a better set-up.”

Doc walked up beside his leader and said, “Set-up is right. You can’t tell me this doesn’t stink of a trap, right?”

The Captain leapt up and looked into his closest advisor’s eyes, questioning their intent. He saw nothing but sincerity within the ice blue gaze. He turned away, unfazed by Doc’s concern.

“No, it is the real deal. It is too perfect.” The Captain walked between stations, checking and rechecking readings. The crew could see his predator’s instinct at work. “Every trap the Imperium has set for us pirates has always had a flaw. One that is noticeable, exploitable. Even after all this time, they still can’t set the perfect trap.” He shook his head violently, which caused his black-tipped ears to blur. “No, this is no trap. I would have had a whisper of something like that on the solar winds, Doc. I just think our time has finally come.”

Likimous looked down in silence for a moment, and then recited, “‘In the fields of observation chance favors only the prepared mind.’ Pasteur.”

“What’s dat supposed to mean?” said Demmy who, after finishing his own set of double-checks, had grown agitated.

“It means that only by looking deeper can you see the truth.”

The Captain slapped his ship’s surgeon on the back. “Nothing to worry about, Doc. By this time tomorrow, we will be in the running for control of this galaxy and you will have worried for nothing.”

Nip looked up from his HyFi rig. “You really believe that, Captain?”

“Aye, I do, Nip. As it was written, so shall it be.”

The crew joined in, as the Captain recited the ancient code, “They that control the ratings, control the galaxy!”

They all knew the tale of old Earth, though some would discredit it as myth. Rebels had taken to the airwaves to fight the evil corporations that ran the world. Their pirate broadcasts had garnered sympathy and woken a people lulled into being sheep by entertainment and commercials.

“Yes, Nip. Ever since the Hu’nax first took the world back from their evil overlords, the motto has stood. You would not remember the tales handed down to us from the first generation of genimals. Humans, for that was what they were called back then, had kinder hearts and insatiable curiosity. Their single-world government, the Hu’nax Confederacy, ran pure in those first centuries. They worked hard to explore the galaxy, yet like most people with ultimate power, they started thinking themselves gods.”

Doc took over the narration, “The Hu’nax created genimals for exploration in harsher regions of space, thus helping their control to expand quickly. The Feigatos, the Mũssex, and the Perresímos; each a race imbued with skills to weather specific environments, however, our ancestral instincts were still locked deep within our DNA.”

“Despite genetic conditioning, safeguards wore off da longer we were in space,” Demmy added, “Da Perresímos turned on da Feigatos, da Feigatos on da Mũssex, and all turned on da Hu’nax. Dey had colonized a thousand worlds, but couldn’t control dem once war erupted.”

The Captain continued, “Aye, and while further genetic manipulations lessened the effect, the damage was done. The Hu’nax reigned in control of their worlds with force and, in time, became as brutal an overseer as their predecessors had been.”

“So, the Feigatos became pirates.”

“Aye, Nip, in hopes of recreating the balance that once existed.”

“And that’s why you let the mous ... er, Azzie, live?”

The Captain let the accidental racial slur slide because of Nip’s age, barely over a kit that he was. It was okay for the Mũssex to call each other “mouse” or “rat,” same as Feigatos calling themselves “cats,” but interspecies slurs were not allowed on his watch. “That and others. How can we run a galaxy if we are slaves to our own instincts? If we are truly to rule as benevolent leaders, we need be masters of ourselves. I will not have a cat on my ship who is not. Working with Azzie tests that and, so far, it has worked to our advantage.”

The bridge crew busied themselves for the impending assault. Nip made sure his hack stayed clean and untraceable. He double-checked the feeds for all broadcast locations: anti-grav cams with the boarding crew, the bridge cam, and the outside wide-angle cams for battle sequences. The viewers had to switch between feeds and Nip needed all shots to be perfect. If this went down the way the Captain wanted, Nip was sure they’d generate enough support to force the Emperor into a ratings battle.

When that happened, the Captain could finally get his name back; the one he’d sacrificed the day he went pirate.

Harra called out, “Forty-two point three five seconds to gravity well.”

“We have deployed the hyperspace mines, as planned?” asked the Captain.

Demmy nodded, “Dey’ll go off half a second after dat bloated pig of a ship drops out of hyperspace. Its engines will be useless fer an hour.”

That pleased the Captain. Everything was going as expected. Yet Doc’s fears echoed in his mind. He’d covered every contingency, hadn’t he? All save for one. There was always one weak link in the plan. He leaned over to the com again. He hated to do this so close to “go time,” but there was too much at stake to risk loose ends.

“Master-of-arms? Take Azalin into custody, quickly. Lock him up, now.”

Outrage swept through his crew. Nip opened his mouth to protest, but was silenced by a look from the Captain. Even Demmy, who had been Azzie’s biggest detractor at the first, was shocked. “Are ya sure dat’s necessary, Captain?”

“Are you questioning me, First Mate?”

Demmy didn’t like it, but he knew better than to try to countermand a direct order.

They watched on the antigrav hy-cams as Master Jaggit relieved Azzie of his weapons and escorted him to the brig. He went without any hostility. It was done in 15.25 seconds. The Captain loved how efficient his crew had become.

Harra counted, “5, 4, 3, 2, 1. Transport dropping out of hyperspace. Mines detonated. The ship is trapped in real space, Captain.”

“Power up the engines, Harra. Demmy, release the clamps. Let us go harpoon a whale.”

The Nolean rumbled as she peeled off her rock. Her engines came to life and the pirates flew in quickly for their first attack run. Nip transposed the Hu’nax logo with that of the ship’s—a lion skull crossed with two femurs. The interruption would cause millions of beings to stay glued to their projectors in anticipation of the impending battle. People loved watching chaos and the Captain couldn’t be happier.

“Launch the EM harpoon!”

“Aye, Captain!” called the gunnery sergeant. He targeted the transport’s array and fired the large pointed missile. As a spearhead, the missile contained enough harmonics to break through any imperial force shield leaving behind a path in its wake that the Nolean could follow, reducing stress to her own shield generators. That specialized a weapon had cost the Captain three times what the Nolean was worth, but like the gravity well, the Captain knew one day it would come in handy.

The missile pierced the force field and embedded in the side of the white vessel. Lights all over the ship dimmed and the crew saw a frightened look on the Hu’nax commander’s fleshy face as he lost power throughout his ship. His last streamed words were directed point blank at the cam.

“Help me! I’m under attack by pir—”

The Captain took over the stream.

“Greetings, citizens of the Hu’nax Empire. I am the Captain of the Nolean and today I invite you to watch as I steal a crown jewel right from under your Emperor’s nose. Like you, I have no idea what form the treasure takes, but I believe we are going to have fun regardless.” He winked at the cam. “If you look at the sidebar to your right, you will be able to click on the background of this mission, including vidcaps of secret meetings I arranged to gather this intel. Also, down below, my HyFi expert has created searchable hykis on most of the crew, including their astrology signs, blood types, and what they will be listening to as we gut the Empire’s transport.

“Finally, ladies, click on my image anytime to go to my dating profile on HySpace to find out my turn-ons, turn-offs and what I like to do on a first date.

“Remember, this is not just a rebellion. It is entertainment!”

The Captain looked over to Nip, who acted as his producer now. The kit gave a thumbs-up. “Looking good, Captain! I’m registering a record number of hits on all links.”

The sound of detonations against the Nolean’s force shield caused the Captain to raise an eyebrow. “What is this, First Mate? How do they still have weapons?”

Demmy scanned a monitor. “Looks like dis is a newer version of da H234 Transport, Captain. Dey have a secondary power supply, shielded against IM attack. It seems limited to life-support and defense.”

“A new ship? One with a shielded secondary power supply? You would almost think it was designed to fend off pirates, eh, Demmy?”

The mock surprise was evident and Demmy laughed and tried to emulate the Captain’s tone, “Aye, Captain. Dis could make dings tough on us pirates. What ever shall we do?”

“Harra! Take us into combat positioning. Gunny, let’s take out those missile launchers.” The Captain smiled for his cam. “Well, this is a treat! I was worried you might get bored with us just docking and boarding the transport, but now you will get to see some actual ship-to-ship combat. Demmy will explain.”

“Danke, Captain.” Demmy’s smile was nervous. He wasn’t as used to being front and center as the Captain. Nip had given him enough lessons to get him this far, but no one had illusions about Demmy becoming a star. “We’ll have da advantage, despite da transport being larger and containing a higher volume of weapons. Da Nolean was designed for dis exact ding. Scroll to your left and you see da stats of our baby. For da uninitiated, space combat works not just up and down, or forward and backwards. No, in the vacuum of space you have a whole sphere to move within. Da Nolean, being an attack craft, can swiftly move at any angle, allowing it to twist and turn like a fish in pond. Da M234 Transport couldn’t move with our agility even if deir engines weren’t down.”

“Thank you, First Mate Demmy. For you dwelling-makers out there, Demmy’s wife hosts a decorating stream on everything from redesigning your brood’s room to adding atmosphere to your planet’s moons. Click on ‘Colony Living with Salania’ on TTC: The Terraforming Channel from the drop-down marked ‘links.’”

“Captain? Weapons are disabled. We’re free to dock.”

“Thank you, Harra.”

While the crew prepared to board, Nip spliced in Harra’s testimonial he’d shot earlier in the day. She had a natural sexiness in front of the camera, some of which came from her half-Siamese ancestry, and Nip tried not to drool on the hy-cam when he filmed her.

“The Captain found me, like he does most of the crew; dwellingless, hungry and dirt poor. I’d been a HyFi star for about ten point two-three seconds. I still don’t know what all happened. I’d followed the plan to perfection starting with being a runner-up on a star-maker program.” Harra ticked off items on her fingers. “Then I released my ‘stolen’ sex-stream to decent reviews. Cut an album that went trillium on first stream. Went off and had an affair with that member of the Imperium. I should have been big, yet somehow it all came crashing down. Maybe I should have taken those singing lessons, after all?”

The shot cut to the master-of-arms and the boarding crew outside the hatch of the Hu’nax vessel. Jaggit was a ragged veteran of too many firefights. There were bald patches where blaster fire had scorched his fur. If there was ever more of a pirate’s pirate, the galaxy hadn’t found him yet.

He addressed the audience. “This here hatch blowin’ be brought to you by Foster’s Body Armor. When the shit really hits the fan, have your ass in a Foster’s can!” He turned and the name “Foster’s” was prominently displayed in digital glory across his buttocks. It glowed blue so viewers at home could click on it to go to the retailer’s site.

The Captain hated the product endorsement deals some of the crew had started making. However, he paid them so little he couldn’t help but support these side ventures. “Well said, Master Jaggit. However, if we could, for the moment, focus on the other kind of booty, I would be ever so grateful.”

Jaggit looked a little embarrassed, but not disheartened. It was a gift of the Captain’s to reprimand without destroying confidence. “Sure thing, Cap’n. Fellas? Let’s blow this pig!”

The explosion looked far more spectacular than it actually was. Nip had added a few extra bangs and flashes using his FX generator, plus laid down a score that accented the impending firefight. Blaster bolts came spirally out of the detonation smoke. The Nolean’s crew returned fire, laying down a wall of suppression. Jaggit dove through first, clearing the smoke and rolling forward into a crouch. He used a shoulder-mounted blaster with Heads-Up Display implants within his eyes. With lightning skill, he painted each of the front line defenders and took them out. He took a couple shots to his right arm, but the damage hardly threw off his aim. The rest of the boarding party joined the fray having been relayed the targeting intel. The Captain slipped an eye patch over his left eye. It had similar HUD features, which allowed him to monitor ship information in real time.

Antigrav cams buzzed around under Nip’s control. He had to dodge the Hu’nax’s own cams, even though they were all but useless without their network feed. Nip went in close to some of the soldiers, capturing retinal scans and pulling up hykis on each. He was noticing a trend within the intelligence he gathered. There wasn’t a single officer or grunt that was more than six months out of the academy. They were all company men.

Nip turned on his own cam. “Captain? I think we’ve got a problem.”

“Little busy right now, Nip. Can it wait?” The defenders retreated down a corridor and tried to set up a secondary defense. Klaxons bleated in the background. Classic, the Captain thought.

“Maybe, but I don’t think so. I’m starting to get the same feeling Doc did. Something’s not right here.”

“Hold on. We are about to toss a grenade.” There was a loud boom. That, plus the alarms made Nip difficult to hear. “Say again?”

“I said, I THINK IT’S A TRAP!” A stray bolt took out one of the antigrav cams near the Captain. “Captain? Captain!” Nip switched to a second cam where the reverse angle was better. He could see the whole party and everyone was all right. White teeth gleamed through the smoke as it thinned.

“Thanks to the sacrifice of your cam, Nip, we broke through the line. We have taken the corridor. Jaggit and Likimous are leading a group to the bridge to secure things there. I’m taking some cats to the hold to see if this was all worth the effort.” He waved to the prone bodies. “I do not relish the death of these young, brave men. They are pawns, used and discarded by an uncaring empire. If any of the families are watching right now, I honor their sacrifice.”

The Captain bowed his head and Nip brought up respectful music and images gathered of the dead. Nip put thoughts of a trap behind him. The Captain knew what he was doing.

“What was it you wanted to say, Nip?”

“Nothing, Captain. Nothing.”

Nip’s antigrav cams split with the groups. Jaggit had no problem securing the bridge. The commander practically gave the master-at-arms welcome gifts when his team arrived. The Captain, meanwhile, was working with his group to break the security code on the hold. Blasting was not an option when the cargo was unknown. His code breaker was bent over the panel furiously trying to descramble its secret.

“Not to rush you, my dear, but we have eaten up fifteen minutes of our hour, and you know me ... I hate to have things come down to the wire.”

Her actual name was Amis, but “Yeti” would have better matched her look and temperament. Her round body was covered with starched white hair that stuck straight out at all angles.

“With all due respect, Captain, don’t you tell me my job. I’m not the Nip. I don’t need prodding! And don’t give me that, ‘My Dear’ crap. I’ll have you up on harassment charges in two point one four seconds.”

The Captain raised his paws in surrender as Amis stood up triumphantly.

“There!” she said. She turned to face the opening door, weapon drawn.

Amis’s head blossomed red as blaster fire hit her flat face. The Captain’s reflexes barely saved him from the next barrage, though he felt his armor take a sting or two in the back. Another of his cats fell, his paw never making it all the way to his gun belt. The Captain scrambled on all fours, spun onto his back and fired as he slid down the corridor.

Dog soldiers poured from the hold. Snarling, howling. Their jowls drooling with saliva they flung left and right as they mowed down the Nolean’s boarding party.

The Captain saw the shape of things, so he threw down his blasters and held up his hands. Nobody left in his group to mend even if the Doc wasn’t with the other group. In a way he was glad Likimous wasn’t here. He didn’t want to see the cat’s smug look at being right.

The Hu’nax Imperium must have finally made a secret deal with the Perresímos, and it had worked.

One soldier, gray with low-hanging jowls, looked at a hovering cam and tapped a button on his arm. The cam went dead, as did all the others on the Nolean.

* * *
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The Hu’nax logo once again spun in the air above the HyFi hacker. They’d overridden Nip’s security protocols with surprising ease. Their encryption was years beyond anything the youth had encountered. Nip wasn’t sure he could retake the signal from where he sat at the bridge. The dog soldiers hadn’t made it that far, taking the ship a level at a time. The bridge crew could be the last free cats on board. At least the Imperium hadn’t started broadcasting executions ... yet.

“I can’t reach anyone: the Captain, Jaggit. We’re on our own, Demmy.”

“How many we talkin’ about, Nip?”

“There was a squad, maybe twenty, that took out the Captain’s team, but I’ll bet there is more than that.”

“We’ll be preparin’ to repel invaders, then.”

Nip was even more alarmed. “The Captain said if a boarding like this should happen we were to make a run for it. Save what crew remained.”

“Aye, he did say dat, didn’t he?” Demmy let his words hang, waiting to see what their hacker would do.

“But, we don’t do that, do we? Never leave a cat behind ... if you can help it.”

“Aye, kittiebuck. Dat’ll be the stuff.” He addressed the bridge. “Harra? Arm the crew. Gunny, let’s see if we can target that jammer onboard and toast it.” To the rest he said, “Okay, let’s go get the Captain back.”

That might be presumptuouss, at this point, projected Azzie.

* * *
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The Captain had been taken to the transport commander’s office. Per his orders, Demmy, Jaggit and the rest of the crew had surrendered without another loss of life. When his time came, the Captain would know intimately how much blood would be on his hands, and he didn’t want any more.

Behind the desk, instead of the Hu’nax officer, sat a Perresímos Sergeant Commander. He was lean and muscular and apparently in charge of the situation. Short brown and tan hair covered most of his body yet his snout was jet black. When he smiled, black gums outlined bright-white, razor-sharp teeth.

“So, the all-so slippery captain of the Nolean has finally been brought to his knees. This makes the alliance worth it, if for nothing else.”

He waited on the Captain to retort, but found none coming. The sergeant got up, walked over to the bound Feigatos, and got directly in the Captain’s face. Breath, like dead meat, made the Captain’s eyes water. “Aw, not so glib now, are you? Where are your fancy cams now? Where are your product endorsements?”

“Where is your master? Why is he not behind you, holding your leash?”

The backhand was hard, but it could have been harder. The Captain’s best guess was that the prisoners were not to be roughed up too much. Visible damage might gain a sympathy vote at the execution.

The sergeant returned to the desk. “You Feigatos, you really think you’re saving the galaxy? How arrogant! Maybe the galaxy has never needed saving. Maybe what it most needs is to evolve.”

The inside of the Captain’s cheek had been cut with the blow. He spat blood on the carpet. “And how do you think that will happen? Through compliance? Through becoming slaves again?”

“It comes from within, Captain. Or should I call you ...”

“Stop! Do not use that name. I do not care how you got it, but if you grant me any boon, do not say that name.”

The sergeant’s laugh had a howl-like resonance to it, “Hawoo! Does a name hold so much meaning to you? If you want a consideration, why not ask for the lives of your crew? Or a quick death? But to waste your energy on a name? Ridiculous!”

The Captain chuckled along with the soldier. “I am sure it is something you could never understand. You have given away your freedom. For a Feigatos pirate captain, identity is everything. We sacrifice our names and only by returning balance to the galaxy are we allowed to reclaim it.”

A serious look passed over his adversary’s face. “You truly believe you’re right, don’t you? You’d rather die a nameless death? Has it ever occurred to you that balance could come just by joining with the Hu’nax? They aren’t what they once were. There are those in power that seek change. The Perresímos will have a voice once your rebellion is squashed. For the first time, the negotiations put us on almost equal ground to the Hu’nax.”

The Captain gave his adversary a half-smile. “Do you think they’ll honor that? You are a fool.”

“No! You’re the fool! You lost good cats today. Cats that might have lived to see a new era of equality and prosperity.”

In a voice just about a whisper, the Captain said, “Do not call us cats.”

The Perresímos leaned forward, cocking an ear toward his prisoner, “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”

“I said, ‘Do not call us CATS!’”

Straightening up, he grinned, “Fine! Instead, I will call you the late crew of the Nolean.” He snapped and two dog soldiers came in and dragged the Captain away.

* * *
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The exchange had left a bad taste in the Sergeant Commander’s maw. It bothered him and even ripping into the soft flesh of the cat pirate would not cleanse it. Instead, he decided to distract himself from it by talking to the fool Hu’nax commander of the transport. He entered through the still-open door and addressed the sergeant who had returned to his seat.

“Um, my ship should be operational again in about twenty minutes.”

The dog soldier tilted his head to the side. “Whose ship?”

“Sorry, sir. Your ship should be ready in nineteen point five.”

“Good.”

“Um, can I ask how you did it?”

The Perresímos appraised the weak Hu’nax and wondered why he had to play the role of servant to this thing. He placed his paws on the table, interlocked fingers on top. “Did what?”

“How did you take them out so quickly?”

The sergeant motioned to the chair recently vacated by the cat and the Hu’nax sat.

Irony, thought the soldier.

“This ship has several features you were not aware of. We designed it with the strict intent of capturing pirates.”

“You designed it? You mean as part of the alliance?”

“Yes. Who better to outsmart a cat pirate than a dog?”

He chuckled and the commander chuckled along uncomfortably. “Yes, but like what? How is it different?”

“This transport is like two ships in one. It has a completely separate mainframe that can control every aspect of the ship. The bridge, should it be knocked out as it was, is unnecessary and only there for show. This allows us to run our new hyperspace jammer. They’re blind to the network and each other. They have no way to communicate with each other.”

Righteous indignation grew in the Hu’nax commander. “Why was I not briefed on any of this?”

The sergeant leaned forward and addressed the man in the same way he addressed the cat, “Because you are as unnecessary as the bridge you sit on.”

* * *
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“Hey,” a Perresímos soldier called to his flank, “There’s something in here!”

They had entered the detention bloc aboard the Nolean. The soldiers had met surprisingly little resistance as they took the ship level by level.

“Why if it isn’t a widdle mousey? Hello widdle mousey. Were the big bad cats gonna eat you?”

Azzie cowered in the corner. The two dog soldiers laughed and continued their taunting.

“I’ll never understand why the Hu’nax didn’t make these things able to talk. Weren’t they supposed to be for underground exploration? I’d think they’d have wanted them to report in.”

“Oh, they can think and hype in reports and stuff,” said the other, “I think the Hu’nax found them too disgusting to talk to.”

Oh, we can talk fine, thank you. We just prefer talking to intelligent speciess only.

The soldiers looked around for the source of the voice and finally turned to find a heavily armed rodent smirking at them. They fell with little noise.

Azzie left his never-locked cell and made his way from the Nolean to the Imperium transport. His covert skills allowed him to move with ease within the shadows. He occasionally had to cling to the ceiling as dog soldiers passed underneath him, but the creatures rarely looked up. The Perresímos were rumored to have an excellent sense of smell, but with all the smoke and overwhelming “catness” of the ship, Azzie doubted they would ever discern him.

He was already behind schedule, having taken extra time to convince Nip that the best thing the bridge crew could do was hunker down and wait.

Do you understand now? Azzie had thought after explaining.

“The Captain was planning on taking the transport all along?”

It’ss not an actual transport, but made to look like one. But yess, he’d heard about a new pirate killer being developed. He didn’t know about the Perresímoss deal. He cussed so loudly I still have a headache.

“Locking you up was an extra precaution?”

Yess. That way we’d be able to coordinate our attack without use of hyperspace frequencies. Now, I have to go take the secondary bridge.

“Wait! What does he need me to do?”

Break that encryption. Without it, we’ll never be able to take the ship on cam.

“But this thing is light years ahead of me!”

No, it’ss not. That’ss why the Captain chose you. He saw in you infinite ability. Now that you know who developed it, thiss should be a piece of cheese to you.

The hacker hadn’t looked at the problem that way. He was still thinking it was Hu’nax designed. He went back to work and left the rescue to Azzie.

The concentration of soldiers made the going slower in the transport, so Azzie took to the air ducts. He found the secondary bridge and listened in.

“An escort vessel! Why is the Emperor sending an escort vessel?”

He could see a brown and tan Perresímos below through a vent. The dog didn’t look happy. He was talking to someone through HyFi but the other’s words were unclear. Their implication was.

“This wasn’t part of the deal. We’d bring the pirates in and announce the alliance to the whole galaxy. That would make the eventual merger of our two races go smoother.”

More words then, “Yes, sir. I understand.” The Perresímos sounded defeated, but angry.

“What is it, Sergeant?” asked a dog soldier.

“This mission should have been the beginning of something grand, our first joint operation, but now it’s going to look like the Hu’nax planned everything and used us as tools. I smell a rat!”

Not me, Azzie thought to himself, but checked his armpits anyway.

* * *
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The Captain was fuming. Doc tried to comfort him as best he could. “They say ‘One must be a god to be able to tell successes from failures without making a mistake.’ You couldn’t have known what would happen, Captain. It was un ...”

“The thing is, I did know.”

“What?”

“I knew all along it was a trap. I just thought I had prepared enough. It was the Perresímos I was not prepared for. Had I known, I would not have been so cavalier.”

Jaggit pointed toward the brig’s door where a guest had arrived. “Ya might get yer chance to fix that, Cap’n, after all.”

The sergeant dismissed the guards from in front of the Captain’s cell. He paced back and forth a bit.

“Something on your mind?” asked the Captain.

“What if you’re right? What if the purpose of this whole alliance is to get us back under the control of the Hu’nax?”

“Yeah, an escort battleship does not sound all that friendly, especially when you have already got things well under control.”

The Perresímos’s jaw hung loose.

“I have my sources.” The Captain motioned up to the ceiling where Azzie had just arrived via the vent. He dropped to the floor, gun at the ready, but not directly pointing at the sergeant.

It took some doing to convince the Captain that the best hope for the galaxy iss a meeting of the mindss, so to speak. Azzie laughed at his own pun. It came out like a snicker.

“They can ...”

“Yeah, Azzie and his whole race have their own language, but only a few can project thoughts. When I rescued him, it was the beginning of something bigger. Something you could be a part of.”

“What? A part of what?” The soldier didn’t look convinced.

A gleam reflected in the Captain’s eye.

“Piracy.”

“Hawoo! I’m not like you!” He waved the idea off. “I’m used to following orders. I can’t think independently like you do.”

The Captain sat back on the cell bench, legs crossed. He waved a paw around nonchalantly. “You almost beat me, you know. You and your people. This ship you designed? Brilliant. Let us face facts. You had to think like a pirate to best a pirate. It will not be as hard as you think to use that instinct for some better purpose.”

Azzie unlocked the cell, keeping his red eyes on the Perresímos as he did it, but the soldier made no effort to stop him. The Captain walked up to the dog soldier, placed a paw on either shoulder and said, “I had planned to steal this ship from the beginning, but I think there is a better captain for it.”

“I-I couldn’t.”

“There is a fully loaded attack vessel on its way here. Do you not see the invisible leash? Snap it!”

The sergeant looked inward, as though a million scenarios played out in his mind. When he brought his head up again, it was slow and deliberate and a shine appeared his eyes that had started to grow. It looked a lot, to the Captain, like a pirate’s gleam.

“Let’s take that ship!”

* * *
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“Nip! The code is ...”

“Already got it, Captain.”

The Captain ran onto the bridge just as the Hu’nax logo from the galaxy-wide stream changed to that of another bridge. Unlike the earlier Imperium transport, this vessel was clearly a war craft. Digital charts floated in the air around an older and hardened Hu’nax. Decorations adorned his lapels showcasing years of service. One was clearly a purple Emmy, the highest honor in the Hu’nax military. The Captain didn’t need a hyki to know who this person was and what his appearance on the hyfi network meant.

“Oh my, the General himself. This is an honor.”

“I’m ready to tap in whenever,” Nip said.

The Captain shook his head. “No, let us see what he has to say. Make sure the Sirius is getting the feed, though.”

“Sirius? As in da dog star?” said Demmy, not believing his ears.

“Hey! Cut him some slack. He is new to the pirating game.”

The General addressed his cam. He was comfortable there, like a seasoned pro. His silver hair was cut neatly and a salt-n-pepper Van Dyke fit perfectly in the center of his chiseled chin. His gestures accented his words, making him not only a great military strategist, but an experienced celebrity, as well. The Captain knew the General had been out of the spotlight awhile, not as long as the Emperor mind you. Despite this, his performance was flawless.

“The Imperium apologizes for the interruption of your program. What you just saw was part of a long-term plan we put in motion years ago to end this pirate nuisance. You may have caught a glimpse of a few brave Perresímos warriors there in that last segment.”

He spun in his chair to give the audience a close view of his smile. His hy-cam2 was adjusted with warmer tones to make him seem friendlier.

“Have no fear. The Perresímos have decided, after years of hostile negotiations, to come back to the fold. They have graciously thrown their full support behind our quest for peace in the galaxy. They, like you viewers at home, know that only through acceptance of the Hu’nax Imperium’s rule, can this terrible fighting come to an end.”

The General returned to address hy-cam1.

“There will be no peace through acts of piracy. There is no victory in committing crimes. When my fully armed attack vessel reaches the coordinates, I will personally oversee the captured pirate crew’s execution, which will be covered on all Imperium networks. Commentary will be provided by only the most authoritative of panelists. And even the Emperor himself will broadcast a pre-recorded message for his people. We will send a message to the whole galaxy that the Emperor will never engage in a ratings war with such feline scum.”

“Now, Nip.”

Nip pushed a button and the Captain appeared split screen with the General.

“Feline scum, huh? Only my mother, Bast rest her soul, could call me that!”

“What? What is the meaning of this? How’d you escape?”

“General, that is a trade secret and we never reveal trade secrets. Right, crew?”

The crew laughed and Nip added a window in the corner with the Perresímos sergeant’s stream.

“General? May I introduce Captain ... er, what is your name again?”

“Mochar.”

“Captain Mochar of the newly rechristened Sirius.”

“Mochar! How dare you! We placed our full trust in you and your team and you turn on us?”

“I didn’t like what you were feeding me, General. A dog can eat only so much shit before he starves.”

The General turned beet-red. “Where is my captain and crew of that transport? What have you done with them?”

“Bring up the feed, Nip.” said the Captain.

Another pop-up appeared in the corner. A dozen men sat huddled together, naked. In the front, the transport’s former commander rocked back and forth like a disobedient child, a spiked collar around his neck.

“You betrayed us, General,” Captain Mochar challenged. “The whole Hu’nax Imperium betrayed us. And for that you’ll find not one, but two opponents when you arrive. I have already sent word to the Perresímos high council. We will no longer heel to your command.”

Azzie stepped up beside the Captain. “Oh, and Azzie here says make it three as the Mũssex do not like you much either.”

The General’s mouth hung open for three point seven-eight seconds. Nip put a hang-time counter in the corner of the screen. When he regained his composure, he shouted, “Abort. Turnabout!”

“Too late, sir! We’re already caught in the gravity well. Dropping out of hyperspace now.”

The Captain asked, “Nip? How are the ratings?”

Nip’s eyes were wide. “I don’t think there is an intelligent being in the cosmos not tuned in right now, Captain.”

“Then let us give them their money’s worth. Harra! Assume attack position epsilon. Gunny, is the EM harpoon reloaded?”

“Yes, Captain!”

“I am assuming they are prepared for it, so be ready to back it up with a couple of missiles. Azzie! Get your boarding team ready. This will not be like the transport. I want everyone packing grenade launchers ... and Demmy?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Send a hype to my agent. I am going to need some vidblog appearances lined up after today.”

The older cat laughed and saluted. “Aye, sir. Dat be certainly true!”

The Captain looked to the com. “Captain Mochar, shall we gut this swine?”

“Ready on your lead, Captain.”

“Excellent!”

Doc leaned over to Nip and whispered, “The truest test of fame is to have a crazy person imagine he’s you.”

Nip snorted as he tried to keep the laughter in. He regained composure with a raised eyebrow from his Captain.

The Feigatos leader gave his crew one last look before nodding his pleasure.

He stared forward at the target coming into range and spoke the word he’d waited most of his life to say,

“Primetime!”
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​​​Space Pirate Cookies
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by C.J. Henderson

​​Introduction to “Space Pirate Cookies”

I don’t think an anthology of space pirate stories would be complete without at least one robotic parrot standing on a starship captain’s shoulder. Leave it to C.J. Henderson to give us that image, then turn it into something utterly unexpected. Like David Boop, I met C.J. at the Opus Fantasy Arts Festival in Denver. Unlike David, C.J. was already a veteran writer at the time, having written stories for Batman, The Punisher, and Neil Gaiman’s Lady Justice. I was floored and honored when C.J. Henderson said he wanted to write stories for the works I edited.

Much like the robot parrot in the early pages of the story, the titular space pirate cookies aren’t quite what you expect. C.J. introduces us to the crew of the Roosevelt, humanity’s first ship to explore the stars. The problem is, the stars are already well explored by numerous other alien species and they don’t much care for humans, who are the new kids on the block. With tongue thoroughly in cheek, C.J. reminds us what it’s like to be on the receiving end of prejudice, especially when that prejudice is just one part of an elaborate and terrifying plot.

* * *
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“Dignity does not consist in possessing honours, but in deserving them.”

—Aristotle



“Avast, ye filthy swabs, fire at will—blow their cringing hides to the red flames of Perdition!”

The snarling character exhorting his men onward to gleeful murder was certainly a colorful sort. From the button-down cuffs and epaulets of his woolen frock coat to the tricorne hat he wore jammed under his bubble-shaped space helmet, he gave new meaning to words such as “curious” and “outlandish.” Or perhaps “goofy.” Especially if one considered his diamond eye patch, blood-streaked cutlass, or the robot parrot sitting on his shoulder.

“Awk—buzz/klik—pieces of nine, pieces of nine—zzzkt”

The wholesale slaughter of innocents raced across the decks of the bizarre, seemingly wooden, apparently wind-driven spaceships, until finally a blood-soaked member of the pirate crew, the internal organs of several alien species hanging from his uplifted fist bellowed, “They’re beaten, Captain, sir.”

“Of course they are,” the peg-legged, eye-patched master of the human buccaneers pointed at the cringing members of a variety of other species huddled pitifully at his feet, shouting drunkenly at the top of his lungs, “Because we’re from Earth, and we fights dirty!”

Pulling a pistol from his pink silk sash, the drooling, comic opera pirate captain first scratched his posterior with its muzzle, then turned and jammed it against the head of what appeared to be a Lupnicki courtesan and pulled the trigger, scattering her brains across the deck of his ship. As his human crew laughed at such a morbid entertainment, the captain took a bow, then belched, the noise of it echoing inside his helmet so severely it bugged out his rheumy eyes—or at least, the visible one.

“Captain, sir,” a wildly excited voice sounded off to the right, dragging all attention in its direction. “We found ’em!”

And, as all breaths were held in rapt curiosity as to which “’ems” had been found, two of the largest buccaneers, one a bare-chested black human with sharpened teeth, the other a pig wearing a vest, Hawaiian skirt and a graduation mortarboard, dragged an over-flowing chest into sight as the captain exclaimed with a vulgar glee, “Space Pirate Cookies!”

And then, pirates from all over the ship rallied around the treat-laden chest, grabbing boxes of cookies, smacking one another in the head so as to steal each other’s bottles of milk, and spitting voluminous amounts of crumbs as they sang:


“Space Pirate Cookies—

There is no better treat—

Nothin’ we like better to eat—

So blippin’, krippin sweet.

“Space Pirate Cookies—

All filled with blood and cream—

Every bite’s a dream—

You can hear the ingredients scream!”



At that point, the gingerbread, shortcake-stuffed buccaneers began indiscriminately raping and murdering their captives as well as one another, dunking handfuls of cookies in blood and brains, and swallowing them whole while continuing to warble on about the joys of rapine slaughter and dessert treats until finally a harsh and disgruntled voice cried out, “Turn that crap off!”

The voice making the demand was a deep and rumbling one, issuing forth from the lower diaphragm of Chief Gunnery Officer Rockland Vespucci, more commonly known as Rocky, of the good ship Roosevelt out of Earth. Standing a strapping 6'2"—when he could stand that was—Vespucci was considered quite a charismatic individual, well ... among members of his own species, anyway. And, of course, when he was sober. At the moment of his outburst, he was certainly among members of his own species, but he was just as certainly by no means sober. Neither were the other members of the Roosevelt’s crew gathered around him, however, which is, really, what nearly started the Earth’s first intergalactic war in the first place.

“Hey, didn’t you hear the man,” echoed Machinist First Mate Li Qui Kon, better known to top notch wire-and-screw jockeys everywhere as Noodles, “cut that feed or we’ll show you a belligerence that will shake your miserable Pan-Galactic League of Suns to its butter-side-downed core!”

“Give in to the inevitable,” squeaked the bartender, a mountain of a being with a tiny voice so wildly disproportionate to its size it caused even creatures of its own race to blink in confusion. “It’s just a commercial. See, look, it’s already back to the show.”

The bartender was indeed correct—the Coronian singing star, Nell Char Yllier, was already back on the screen, warbling something about forgetting one’s troubles and being happy, surrounded by a half dozen female dancers doing their best to look bubbly and carefree despite their tightly-binding costumes. So wonderful were her tones, and so dazzling the steps of her strapped and restrained troupe that the sailors were almost ready to turn down the thermostat on their tempers and go back to the well-revered, age-old nautical pastime of complaining about something rather than doing something about it when the bartender made his fatal mistake.

In truth, the fellow could not really be blamed for his error. If the sailors in question had been Golblacians, or Fogelites, or Embrians (well, if they had been Embrians, there would not have been anything to worry about in the first place—but back to the point) he would have known what to do. The veteran suds-and-sours jockey had stood his station for several decades, and knew the flare-to-violence levels of every race from Andrewns to Zyganirs. But, the upstart human race came from that far end of the galaxy into which most reputable species did not bother to venture. They were too new, too unpredictably odd. And so it was, in an attempt to facilitate their arrival back at a place of pleasant, wallet-emptying drunkenness, he uttered those fateful words that began the entire incident that would come to be known as Darkest Black Glibsday;

“Look, how about a round on the house?”

And that, that tiniest of mistakes, was the beginning of it all.

* * *
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“Damn aliens,” muttered Rocky, holding his throbbing head while sliding down a wall outside the bar. His voice a mumbling slur decipherable only to those of equal inebriation, he added, “No damn respect. Tramp all over a guy’s ... ummmm, ah ... dignity. Yeah, that’s it. It ain’t right.”

“You, you, ah yeah, you ...” Noodles attempted to answer, directing his index finger aloft, at first shaking it to help make his point, then holding it steady because the motion of its waving back and forth had begun to make him seasick, “you know it, pal.”

“Always puttin’ down humans, juss, juss be ... because they’ve had their damn club for, for what, what—how long?”

“A thousand hundred million and six years.” Rocky eyed Noodles for a moment after his outburst, then replied, “I thought it was seven.”

“Must’ve been a leap year.”

Both sailors nodded to each other, continuing their monumentally slow slide down the wall they had chosen to help prop up, neither speaking again until they felt cold, alien concrete beneath them. Settling in, their near-numb fingers feeling about to make certain they could not fall off the sidewalk, the two took deep breaths, sighing in relief over having made it to their seats without injury. Then, feeling secure, the pair settled in to venting their righteous fury at the Pan-Galactic League of Suns and all its members.

This captured their limited ability to focus for some time. Normally the pair had quite a high tolerance for the liquid stimulants of other planets. Indeed, the Roosevelt had made port at some seventy-eight different worlds, and Rocky and Noodles had tied one on with a vengeance on seventy-five of them. But, Fadilson was a new world to those plying the spaceways out from the Sol System, and thus possessed some gray areas.

For instance, no planet in the League was known to possess a higher oxygen concentrate to its atmosphere than Fadilson. This fact was made known to the men and women of the Roosevelt before disembarking, of course, but was happily ignored as irrelevant by swabbies and officers alike. The place also was known for the odd fact it had a house of worship and a tavern on every street, no matter how large or small the town. Temples had not interested the swabbies all that much, but after finding out the planet’s one other interesting geographic fact, they had decided to find every bistro, lounge and cocktail-building establishment in town.

Alone and in bunches, the crew had managed to make great progress, uncovering many interesting cabarets such as Tibric’s Treacherous Taproom, the Sum Zero Saloon and Noodles’ personal favorite, the Alehouse of the Gods. Of course, that was mainly because the bartender was a robot and machinists are notorious fans of artificial life forms, especially the kind employed at the Alehouse, which could not only mix every drink in the known universe—from a Thurmian Gargleblaster to a HeyDiddleDiddle-on-the-Rocks—but which could do so while shelling peanuts, washing up the dirty glasses and reciting Vogon poetry for those not buying what it felt was sufficient quantities of intoxicants.

All had seemed well, and the Roosevelt’s crew was by and large having a fine time, until that is, they came across that which was to change the course of human destiny—the phenomenon known as Space Pirate Cookies. The treats were a new product, one released in between shore leaves for the sailors of the Roosevelt. By themselves they seemed innocuous enough little dunkables, and to be fair it was not the cookies that had put the crew out of sorts. It was the advertising used to make them a household word from one end of the galaxy to the other which humanity-at-large found so completely off-putting.

Space Pirate Cookies came in a mind-boggling vast variety of flavors—they would have to. The snack pastries that came in the cute, human-shapes the galaxy was growing to adore—but for all the wrong reasons—had to be appealing to the one hundred and eighty-five different races officially registered as protectorates of the Pan-Galactic League of Suns, as well as to the five founding races, of course. And that was simply to be able to capture a decent slice of the galactic market share.

As cookies went, they were tasty enough. Not as creamy as the Feezba Chip Pouts of Breniki 7, or as crumblicious as those mouth-watering bursts of joy, the wondrous Velpin Grooblie Drops, nor did they even approach the delectable chewiness of the Archway Mouthful of Frogs, still they had their audience, and that, once again, was because of their advertising.

Space Pirate Cookies were “okay,” taste-wise, but the trillions of beings who were doing their bit for intergalactic consumerism were doing so for one reason—they loved the commercials. The adverts had funny songs, colorful characters, and they pandered to the latest racist impulse sweeping the galaxy—mistrusting, fearing and generally hating those upstarts from Earth.

Now, do understand, humanity had not acted at all inappropriately when its first starships penetrated the outer confines of the Sol System, ready to explore the vast and foreboding unknown, only to find a cosmos awaiting them as neatly explored and subdivided as an English country garden. They were disappointed, of course—no great expeditions filled with peril, no staggering challenges laden with fabulous adventure awaited them. It was a surprise, to say the least.

Moreover, those who had labored and trained all their days to be the new Magellan or Columbus found instead that fate had relegated them to being more the new Ralph Kramden or Willy Loman—bus drivers and traveling salesmen rather than explorers. All races ran up against this obstacle when first they met the League, but humanity confused the Pan-Galactics because never before had a species ever seemed so, well ... disappointed. Reaching the League meant an end to disease and hunger. Promise not to make war on any member or protected race, and access to the wealth of the galaxy’s scientific knowledge was bestowed freely—at, of course, carefully regulated and competitive prices.

Earth had received instructions on how to repair all the damage it had done to itself, as well as cheap, renewable energy sources, cures for most ailments, directional transmitters for talking to God (it confused humanity to no end that when asked what the one true faith was He seemed to favor the Libertarians) and well, just all manner of wonders. What they lost, however, was that indefinable quality of self-determination, the chance to find these things for themselves. Willing to take the goodies, especially considering that there was no, in any way, shape or form, sensible alternative, still it meant the party was over. All had been delivered, wrapped in a tidy pink bow. There was no more.

And so, as they sat staggered and blinded, drunker than a charred and steaming Benjamin Franklin when he belched, “I tied a key to the end of a string and did what?”

Rocky and Noodles fell into a sorry, self-pitying depression of epic proportions. Both had left home to explore the cosmos, to be the men with the first sets of eyes to see vast and amazing unknowns, to fight great battles, to live lives of excitement and challenge. Sadly, to date, their greatest challenge had been to find a snack with the light and salty corn-goodness of Fritos ten million light years from Earth. It was not the kind of test-your-limits-to-the-utmost challenge either of them had had in mind when enlisting.

“I’m tellin’ ya, Noodles ...”

“What?”

“Did you want somethin’, little buddy?”

“What?” Scratching his head, a gesture that took most of his available energy, the machinist said, “You said you were telling me something ...”

“Was it important?”
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