
  
    
      
    
  


  Suave Rob's Rough-n-Ready Rugrat Rapture


  by J. Daniel Sawyer


   



  AWP Science Fiction


  A division of ArtisticWhispers Productions


   



  © 2014 J. Daniel Sawyer


  All Rights Reserved


   



  Book Design by ArtisticWhispers


  Digial Painting “Rob in the Trench” © 2014 Kitty Niciaian


   



  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events, and locations are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons or events, living or dead, are entirely coincidental.


   



  This file is licensed for private individual entertainment only. The book contained herein constitutes a copyrighted work and may not be reproduced, stored in or introduced into an information retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means (electrical, mechanical, photographic, audio recording, or otherwise) for any reason (excepting the uses permitted to the licensee by copyright law under terms of fair use) without the specific written permission of the author.


  Suave Rob's Rough'n'Ready Rugrat Rapture


  A Tale of Double-X Derring-Do


   



  


  


  When bastardly forces threaten, only Suave Rob can save the day!


  Surfing Betelgeuse made him the galaxy's ultimate badass, but when Suave Rob gets thrown in the klink for brawling with his best bro, and forced to babysit a bevy of bratty delinquents as punishment, he figures that even badasses get the bogus end of the stick sometimes.



  But egregious evil never sleeps, and when his wards get hijacked by the world's most heinous underwater overlord, Suave Rob pulls out all the stops to jump bail and embark on history's most epic high-dive. With seventy-two hours to save their bacon, the double-X daredevil's gotta put it all on the line to rescue the rugrats, and bring 'em back to the stars!


  

  



  Dedication


   



  For Dawn


  To make up for the diaper thing


   



  Suave Rob's Rough-n-Ready Rugrat Rapture


  A Tale of Double-X Derring-Do


  by J. Daniel Sawyer


  Chapter 1


  You Can't Get There From Here


   



  


  NORMALLY I'M NOT ONE THAT talks to the dead, not in séances, and not in cemeteries, and not in my head, and that's something you can take to the bank. But this was a special occasion.


  You see, old Gurgle Tippler left me hanging over a barrel with my bare ass pointed up at the universe, and me and the universe just aren't on that kinda terms, if you know what I mean. Dude had the beans, and ballsy as it was what he did, and how he died, and how goddamn glorious it was watching him do that Gurgle Tippler thing, right now it's that noodle of his I was itchin' for most. No bullshit.


  So there I was, whispering, cause I wanted to be all respectful and stuff:


  “So, I gotta ask you, one right dude to another, and I gotta ask you straight, cause there ain't no two ways about this. What did you used to do the morning after? I mean, I know what you said you were gonna do, but it's not my thing, you know? I did that, well, kinda did that, and it's cool and all, but you can't tie Suave Rob down like that. I mean, you just can't.”


  Living at the end of the rainbow is so damn overrated, man. Cause when you do everything you dreamed of, and you got everything you want, well, then you've got nothing left to do. And that was kinda my problem once the press all died down.


  Me and Jeff, you know, we were a hell of a team, and we did the bitchin'est thing a man could dream of and came back alive, and we got all covered in the cool—the glory, and the chicks, and the press coverage, and the medals of honor, and all that—but then we had to sit down and figure out what to do next, and stuff just got kinda...awkward. You know? Like you-meet-a-really-hot-chick-and-you-do-the-nasty-and-it's-so-so-sweet-and-then-it-turns-out-she's-your-cousin awkward.


  So that's what got me up in this stupid monster sized gothic cathedral up in the bloody ag dome in' Luna City talking to the little parachute D-ring on a gold chain that I usually wear around my neck. You know, that one Gurgle used to carry for luck, and that he passed on to me, and that I'm supposed to pass on to the next daredevil when I retire.


  Talking to a piece of chute in church like that? I'da felt like the world's lamest poseur if I hadn't just gone and proved I was dope a few months before.


  Okay, okay, so maybe I felt kinda like a poseur anyway, even if I was Suave Rob, and even if I did surf the blast wave of the Betelgeuse supernova, and even if, for all anyone else knew, I had nowhere to go but up.


  Except what they don't know, but I'll tell you, is that, at that moment right there? I was out of “up.” There wasn't anymore “up” in the world. In the whole goddamn universe, stretching out in all directions and old as old gets, I was sitting on the ceiling, with nowhere to go but down. Nowhere left to trek except that slow descent into the depths of lameness, where I'd turn into one of those fogies that sits around and talks about when-I-was-your-age and never adds up to any bloody thing ever.


  That's hell, right there. That's the point where there's nothing left to live for. That's why I was looking at Gurgle's D-ring and wondering why I had any right to carry the thing.


  I mean, sure, he might have given it to me cause he decided I was the only one in the galaxy worthy of carrying it, and sure, he might have been right about that at the time, but being Suave Rob ain't a position, it's a job. You don't get to stand still, you gotta keep moving, or you're just the world's worst poseur and sooner or later everyone's gonna know it, and then where are you?


  On talk shows, that's where.


  On bloody George Swami's Radio Free Jupiter Hour.


  And then, once you're done there, sandwiched in between the latest hair-shirt who's been talking to the latest-and-greatest version of the Almighty to come on the scene, and the bozo who's selling stock in the only company that's gonna survive the next economic crash, and the British-talking dude who thinks the whole universe is ruled by inter-dimensional lizard creatures, once you're done with that, the next thing you're doing is selling cereal. And after that?


  Well, after that you're just done.


  So that might be good enough for the rest of those lame-ass hosers, but that ain't good enough for me. I either gotta go out with maximum epicness, or I gotta go on and kick some serious ass. And when you've done what I've done, neither of those things looks like it's in the cards, not even the trick decks you can get down in the bazaar in the old LC.


  You know what that means, right? Means the best thing I can hope for is to get caught in the middle of some reactor overload.


  Which is what I told Jeff before I wound up stuck in that church balcony.


  Now, in my defense, I did buy good beer this time. I even bought the stuff they hopped with Lady Jane, just so we'd be extra mellow, cause I knew Jeff would be pissed.


  I didn't know just how pissed he'd be, though, and this time I couldn't fix anything by pissing on some douche in the bar. Near as I could tell, there weren't any douches in that bar. At least, none of them that were hanging their nozzle out and pointing at it, like happens when you get together and talk shop with colleagues.


  Things like that make me glad that Jeff and I made such a good team, you know?


  Wish I'da thought about that at the time.


  “...cause man, we are so screwed, you know what I mean? We just ain't got nothing to do. We've kicked our last ass, man, and I'm just, you know...I'm just...JUST. Yeah. I'm just just.”


  “Dude,” Jeff dragged his meat-hook hand across his shiny black face and pointed those always-too-serious blue peepers at me, “for the last time, just, like, you know, shut up already. Last time you got talking like this we wound up spending fifty years working with a dude we wound up killing. Okay, sure, it set us up all pretty, I ain't gonna argue that with your sorry ass, but this whiny bullshit is just so...well, lame. You sound like a plonkin' hoser, is what you do, you know that. I mean, dude...”


  He left it hanging there in the air, and I kept swaying to try to catch it—or maybe it was the booze, I don't know. At least I remember this one, okay? I damn well better. I bought a new liver when we got back from Betelgeuse just so I could, so don't hassle me. I'm already bummed enough.


  “What?”


  “I mean...you know...” Then he looked at me, and he took this deep breath, like something huge was trying to get out of him and it needed air so it could finish growing and, like, be born. “I mean, Suave Rob, dude, you're...come on...you're on all these shows, man. You're the center of the goddamn world. And you just...well, you know...”


  “What?”


  “You just kinda suck. I mean, damn, dude. You're still a freakin' douche. And I don't wanna be strapped to a freakin' douche for the next hundred years, is all. I'm eighty Sol-trips on, man. I gotta make something of my life, something more than sitting around listening to your sorry ass yammer like a whiny little bitch cause you can't handle being bored. These things have a rhythm, you know? You gotta feel the groove, man, but you don't got no grove in your soul. So you know what? You can fuck off, that's what. I've got better shit to do than being 'Suave Rob's stunt coordinator.'”


  “But...dude. I mean...dude! We're bros, man.”


  “Sure, we're bros. But that thing you want? You can't can't get there from here. You don't get it. So, yeah, we can get a drink, and shoot the shit, and all that gob, but really, man, there's a big finger-lickin' universe out there, and I got things to do.”


  “Things? Like what?”


  “Like things, man. There's more to life than adrenaline. I mean, you realize Gurgle and me built a fleet of space ships while you were doing all that publicizing? You know how good that feels? Feels like standing on an exploding star, is what, but it's, like, better. Cause dude, you made something.”


  “You're...damn, Jeff, you aren't going mental on me are you?”


  Jeff slammed the rest of his beer and stood up, smacked his glass back down on the table, and said “You don't even smell what you're shovelin', man, and that's cool and all, but you know, have a nice life and all. I got things to do. Thanks for the drink.”


  And he made like he was gonna leave.


  Well, he may want to leave, I thought, but he forgot he was talkin' to Suave Rob, and ain't nobody in the goddamn world dumps Suave Rob in a bar like that.


  So, you know, I did what you do. I broke a chair across his back.


  And that's how I wound up hiding up here in the church looking at old Gurgle's D-ring, trying to talk to his ghost. That's why I was crying like some kinda sissy. And that's why the dopest sonofabitch in the whole universe was having one of those moments where he could out-lame Ghandi. Cause, I mean, let's face it, Ghandi was a boring old twat, you know what I mean? I mean, who tries to fight an empire by wearing a diaper at them, really? Can you get more lame?


  And, besides, the cops weren't going to find me up there. The Catholic Church doesn't allow snooper-bots in their churches, they've got a thing about it. Sanctity of the confessional environment or something like that. Bad for the cops, good for me, assuming they're looking for me. And really, who wouldn't be? I mean, I am Suave Rob.


  “Ah-hem.” Some chick clearing her throat. I get that a lot. Part of the job, you know, dealing with the groupies.


  I looked to the right. She wasn't bad. Shy of two meters by a long stretch, probably not a Loonie native. Low gravity makes their bones grow all long and elegant-like. Sucks for them if they go into high gravity without getting some serious reinforcement work done—gotta think that's why the Loonies never fielded a native in any real high-G competition except in the cyborg categories. Welded bones do fine and all, but real athletes don't get mechanical enhancements. It's a philosophical thing. It's about you against the universe. I mean, sure, there's things I'd want to do if I got the welds done, but that'll be after my real adrenaline days are done.


  Assuming I could find something else worth doing with the meat-and-toothpicks I was born with.


  But anyway, the chick. Yeah. She wasn't bad. I'd guess Earth-native, maybe Mars or one of the stations at the outside. Sturdy build. The kind of mixed-lines face that says “my ancestors traveled a lot and loved everyone they met.” Would look good on a magazine cover if it didn't have the kind of eyes that looked like they'd seen too many people go splatzo on the end of a knife.


  Come to think of it, she looked kinda psycho, which got me curious. I kinda like psycho—at least, once I know the psycho ain't pointed at me. Psycho chicks know what a cliff is for, and they're not afraid to kick the parachute off in front of you. You gotta respect that kinda cool.


  So I tucked Gurgle's ring back into my shirt, and stood up, then turned to her and gave her the benefit of the full Suave Rob gestalt.


  Hey, I manage to do some reading in between stunts, I know words like “gestalt.” I also know there aren't any English words that can capture the full effect. My first wife Greta told me about it once, but I didn't believe her until this one time I saw myself on the vids. I mean, I knew I was good, but damn.


  So, standing in that church, I thought back to that hour on the supernova, put myself back in that moment, you know? I let that whole glow come up, cause, well, that's what you do for the fans, right?


  Especially the chicks. Cause they're what makes the world go round. Without chicks, this whole damn species is sunk. All the shit dudes get up to? Well, it wouldn't matter for beans if there weren't chicks around.


  Kinda makes me wish I coulda stayed one, but them's the breaks. I work better as a dude. I mean, you really don't want to see me in drag. It ain't a pretty sight. Well, not without a lot of work anyway.


  “Hey, babe, what can I do you for?” Chicks dig that kind of approach, leading with compliments and all. They don't call me Suave Rob for nothin'.


  “You're Suave Rob Suarez, right?”


  “You know it. Want an autograph?”


  She smirked. I almost expected her to blush. “Now that you mention it...” She sauntered toward me. “...I'd love your autograph.”


  Chick had a voice that would melt chocolate.


  She took out her PPD from a belt pouch and held it out to me.


  I took it and looked down.


  “Oh, man, not cool. So not cool.” She was a plonkin' cop. Luna City Public Safety. “You know I could file a complaint for this, doing this in a church and everything. I betcha Jesus wouldn't approve.”


  “Jesus,” she said, “Loves me. Haven't you heard? You, though, you're nicked, buddy.”


  “Fine,” I raised my hands like this was a stick-up. “I know when I'm beat. What do you want me to do?”


  “Time. Or money, I don't care.”


  “I got money.”


  “Good. After you see the judges you'll have a little less of it.” She patted me on the arm. Zap patch. Only she could remove it, it'd shock me if I got too close to her or too far away. Loonies love making their prisoners feel all tingly.


  She stepped back out of range. I didn't try to rush her before she armed it. It wouldn't be gentlemanly. And'd be more trouble than it's worth too.


  They're pretty loose on Luna, at least they have been since the second revolution—I mean, sure, it was a fight over stupid shit, and it went over like my grandpa's limp noodle at a kindergarten science fair, but at least the experience made them all chill and stop walking around with pokers up their asses—but there are some things they'll crawl up your ass for, and one of them is if you go around laying their public employees out like they were lame-ass douches. Probably cause they are lame-ass douches, and they don't want you leaking classified files and like that, but whatever.


  So, we went down to the admin level to that place they call Petra with all that Greco-Roman stuff carved into that ginormous lava cave, then blah-de-blah-de-blah, then they took me in front of the computers. They don't actually do the judging with computers here, but the computers are the lawyers. Turns out some wuss from the bar fight wanted the book thrown at Jeff and me and for starting it, and cause of the way they run the laws up here, he got his wish.


  You know how they say they're gonna throw the book at you? Well, I mean, not to put too fine a point on it, but those computer-assisted legal dudes kinda threw a library at me. Jeff got off with a fine, since I did the actual first physical violence. Lucky bastard.


  I mean, they used words like Habitual drunk and disorderly and menace to public safety. I'm old enough to remember when th government here was made up of people that got there by being a menace to public safety.


  Oh my god. Okay, that's it. I'm when-I-was-your-age-ing. I am now officially the lamest cat in the universe. Gurgle, you can have your ring back. I'm talking about the good old days. Just shoot me now.


  At least those guys up on the civilized side of the moon don't go in for jails or anything. They've got better ways to do things. They like to make you suffer. Give you investments in the community and shit.


  Seventy hours of community service, they said. That wouldn't be so bad right? I mean, I'm Suave Rob, I am community service. Don't believe me? Where do you think people would be if they couldn't look up into the sky or out a spaceport window and imagine they see people like me out there doing the impossible?


  I'll tell you where they'd be. Bored. Uninspired.


  I know you're gonna think it's self-serving and everything, but people like me are the reason humans are in space in the first place. I mean, Chuck Yeager? Felix Baumgartner? The kids who watched them do crazy shit grew up to be the first people on Mars. Nutcases are the lifeblood of this wormy little race, and we're the only hope anyone has of kicking the universe's ass once and for all, and that's the goddamn truth, so anyone who tells me I gotta do more community service can just suck my toes and polish my knob, you know what I'm saying?


  Well, they didn't see it like that. And they do like to make you suffer. In my case, whatever eggheads they got doing their psych-jigger knew what they were up to, cause they got me but good. Cause they told me right there in the defendant's box what I was gonna do if I was gonna keep my walking privileges in their fair city.


  You wanna know what they made me do?


  Seventy hours teaching vacuum safety to a bunch of school kids.


  Yeah, that's right, they made me—Suave Rob himself—babysit a bunch of rugrats.


   



  Chapter 2


  You Can Only Do It On The Moon


   



  


  I KINDA MOPED AROUND THE front of the courthouse. I mean, on the outside I was all Suave, cause you gotta be, so I stood all sweet-like near these relief sculptures. They had the things painted up like a piñata, cause that's how it was back in toga times, and the old LC's got a thing for toga times, so me in my blue tunic with that red pilot sash blended in pretty well. Just another one of the heroes, ya know?


  Except, you know, my tunic was open down far enough that you could see the Suave Rob logo I had tattooed between my pecs. Most gorgeous logo in the galaxy, that thing. I'm not the only one that thinks so—the swag we put out with that logo on it sells twice as well as the other swag that doesn't. I mean, the ink wasn't gaudy or anything, just barely a shade darker than my hide, but it adds that little sparkle, you know? And it helps make sure you never forget who you're dealing with.


  Wasn't like I was in a hell of a hurry to get my ass out of there. Sooner I left the admin complex, the sooner I had to find a civics terminal and check in with my community support officer—which is what they call “babysitters” up here. I'd already been smacked down by the judges, it wasn't like things could get worse. I just leaned against the feet of one of the humongous statues they carve into the granite in that bloody big cavern that makes up the hall of justice annex, and had myself a little chat with old Gurgle. I didn't really expect him to answer, but with Jeff out of the loop I didn't have anyone else to talk to.


  “This blows, man. This blows like a bleedin' hurricane is what I'm sayin. I mean, s'crats, dude, I'm gonna be stuck here for the next two months working my ass off for these bozos?” Which brought me to the other problem:


  I've been doing business with Jeff for so long I didn't even have any other friends. Not real ones. And I didn't know which way to jump. I mean, I could call one of my ex-wives, but how lame is that? I can just hear Greta the Great—that's wife number one—laughing at me if I called her up. Old Suave Rob can't even make friends anymore, cause he's a stupid old bastard and there ain't nothing lamer than a stupid old bastard, no matter how good his hair looks, really.


  What would old Gurgle say? Who the hell knows? I'm no psychic, and I don't want to pretend to be. Besides, he always used to say things that pissed me off and that I wouldn't've thought of in a couple zillion years.


  “Well, I guess that's me pretty well screwed, then, ain't it Gurgle?”


  Then a caramel voice I'd decided I hated laid itself on my ears through the din. “You still talking to that necklace of yours?”


  “Yeah, so what?” Okay, so I probably shouldn'ta been talking to Gurgle right out in front of the courthouse like that, but only a poseur doesn't stop to get a new plan when he knows he's sunk.


  “Just makes you look even more shifty than you do already.”


  “Shifty? What would you know about shifty?”


  She laughed at me. Then, screw me blue, she stuck out her hand.


  “Bethany Singh.”


  “Singh? As in...Singh? Those Singhs?” Now, I'm no local boy in old LC, but you spend any time on the ground up there—and anyone who's anyone does, if you're in the adrenaline biz, cause that low grav track-and-field thing they do up there is seriously bitchin'—you're gonna get familiar with the Singh family. They run everything up here. They own everything.


  Well, okay, not everything, but there's a difference between everything and everything, if you know what I mean.


  “Yeah, that's me.”


  “So what kinda shit is this you're working with the dips?” Department of Public Safety types are always “DiPS” to anyone who meets 'em.


  “Citizen rotation, able body, everyone does something,” she shrugged.


  “Sucks to be you. So what do you want?”


  “I'm gonna show you where you'll be doing your bit for society.”


  “They'll send me an email for that, babe.”


  “Well, I'm a fan, too.”


  “Sure got a funny way to show it.”


  “I got a job to do.”


  “So you did it, whoop-de-bloody-do. You wanna go get lost?” Okay, normally I wouldn't be such a dick, especially to a fan, but I was having a bad day, okay?


  “Not a chance.”


  “Why not?”


  “Cause I got something to show you.” And then she gave me a look that made me think that whatever it was, she figured it was better than sex, so I figured...


  “Eh, what the hell. Thrill me.”


  



  SO SHE BRINGS ME TO THIS little po-dunk wing rental stand in this place they call the Gallery. I mean, they had this hand painted sign on a bit of old cloth hanging between two poles that said Bob and Ginny's Flying Lessons, and it looked like it had been there since fish crawled out of the ocean way back when.


  “The oldest business in continuous operation in Luna City.” She was shouting over the wind.


  I know, I know, wind in a space port, right? Well, this is Luna City, and I swear to god this place was designed by a kite tycoon. There's always wind, everywhere you go. And this place, the Gallery, this is like Wind Central, you know? Like some nutcase had gone and paid a fan fetishist to design his ultimate play dungeon or something.


  “Wow.” I tried to sound bored. I mean, I've seen some dope, you know? And I'm not just talking Betelgeuse. I'm talking Europa, and Jupiter, and the hexagons on Saturn, and all the cool stuff we got hanging around just in the neighborhood before you even sneak out to say hi to the boys on the next block.


  This old universe'll plow every ass you stick in front of it, and I know that first hand. I mean, if old Gurgle Tippler hadn't switched rigs with me, I'd be sitting around out there brightening up a nebula instead of down here spreading joy.


  But in LC they got these shafts that take and push air up and down through all the levels, and they're pretty big, you know, as stuff like that goes. And they sunk these shafts right at the beginning, back before people knew anything, just when they were building hospitals and mining rigs up here. Okay, sure, it's got nothing on Valles Marineris, but then, nature's a crusty old bitch who's had gobs of time to build that shit.


  This stuff here in Luna City? This is just little once-worms digging around in the dirt and making a home where the universe told us we ain't supposed to go, and there just ain't nothing cooler than that. Not sky dives, not rocket races, not supernovas, not even Gurgle bloody Tippler, and that dude was cool.


  But I sure as taxes wasn't gonna let her know I knew that.


  “Not enough for you?”


  “Babe, do you have any bloody idea who I am?” The little shop wasn't what was impressing me anyway—it was that Gallery thing.


  “Oh, I see. If it's not an explosion, you're not interested.”


  “Something like that.” I really just wanted to get rid of her. But she was a fan, and if you're in this biz, you can't be rude to a fan. I could almost hear Gurgle whispering over my shoulder: Suck it up, pipsqueak. You're a professional, so step up and act like it. He was right too, cause in this job you're always on show. That's just the way it is, and I know it better'n anyone. “So what's with the Popsicle stand?”


  “You rent a backpack with articulated wings, and fly like a bird.” She slunk—all loonies slink when they're walking lazy, cause why wouldn't you when you don't have all that gravity pulling you down?—toward the rail running around the edge of the big pit, and said: “Look.”


  She pointed, I looked. Down and up, I could see maybe half a dozen twirlygigs that looked like a hang glider had sex with a condor and was too dumb to do the birth control thing. It was people, and not in squirrel suits. People doing human-powered flight. I'd heard about this—you can't see an ad for the LC people-pleasing PAC without hearing about flying on the moon—but I hadn't actually gotten around to seeing it yet. I mean, it's pretty safe, which sort of slides it right off my table and over into the kiddie pool.


  “Cute. What's the point?”


  She just laughed, and walked over to the counter and ordered up two sets, then she let me pay for it. You gotta respect gonads like that.


  I paid, basically because, again, I didn't want to look like a douche. It didn't cost that much anyway, and it wasn't like I was really hurting for fundage.


  The chick behind the counter did all the polite customer service things you'd expect from an old family business, then she passed us off to this twelve-year-old dude she claimed was her son, but I didn't see the resemblance.


  Let me tell you, this kid was a piece of work. Took us through to this little tongue in the back that stuck out into the shaft like it wanted to give a good solid lick. He was about as high up as my tits—if I had tits, which I don't, cause I gave up on growing them before I got that big and just went ahead and traded the gonads I was born with for some artificial nuts that made me the man I am today—and if I thought the guys in my business were getting hopped up on too much piss and vinegar, well this kid could take any ten of them out back and kick their asses from LC to Europa.


  By the time he got done showing us how to strap in I was ready to kill him.


  “No, look, really,” he batted my hands out of the way when I tried to strap my harness on, “do it this way, okay? Don't you listen to anybody?”


  Ain't that just as rich as my dust-farting grandmother? I mean, I'm no spring chicken. I'm Suave Rob, so I told him so.


  And this little squirt looks me up and down like he's the bloody Pope sizing me up for a spot in his favorite dungeon, then snorts. “Yeah, whatever.”


  “No, really.”


  “Suave Rob Suarez? From the supernova?”


  “The one and only.”


  “Sure you are. Well, if you don't do this right, it's gonna fall off, and then you're,” he made little quote marks in the air and made a voice like a drunk chimp burping through a tuba, “all splatzo, duuuude.” Then he rolled his eyes.


  Lame-o poseur, that kid.


  Then I had to wait until he did the safety lecture—every word of which was on a poster on the wall behind him in the first place. To give the kid credit, though, he looked as bored as I was, which meant he was only doing it cause his Mom made him, and you know, I kinda respect that. He was doing the job he was getting paid to do—at least, he'd better have been getting paid, cause otherwise, what a lame-ass thing to do to a kid who shoulda been out breaking something or blowing it up—even though he thought it was bonzo boring as all hell. And he was learning about safety, which you gotta learn if you're gonna do anything in my biz.


  So yeah, the kid had brass.


  Doesn't mean he wasn't an asshole.


  “Do you understand these instructions and certify that any damage you cause to yourself or others is a result of your own actions for which you are fully and entirely responsible under the law?”


  We both said yes.


  “Okay. So, follow me.”


  He hitched his own pack on, spread his wings out, stuck his fingers through the handles, and turned to the edge. “One good flap'll get you airborne. After that, stay on the radio in case you need a bail out.”


  Then he gave his wings a good flap and stepped off the edge.


  I let the chick go first, cause, you know, gallantry and everything. That kind of old fashioned crap matters, even when the chick is kind of a bitch, leastways if you're gonna keep the image all sparkly.


  So then, once they were making like bird brains, I did one last check of the articulations. The tail moved with my lower legs, the wings moved with my arms, the ruff moved with my neck. This wasn't gonna be like working a squirrel suit, those things don't have actual control surfaces, at least not the real ones we use in competitions. Yeah, there are some hang gliders that work kinda like this, but that's never been my thing, you know? Been too busy to keep up on stuff I'm not working on, and that's just the way it is.


  I looked down, made sure I had a pretty good chance of not killing anyone. I hopped up and down a couple times to get the gravity ratio knocked hard into my head—you gotta have your acceleration curve down in your bones or you're gonna go splatzo into something when you think you're gonna shine. And that makes you something worse than dead. It makes you a poseur.


  Me? I did what anyone would've done, if they'da known what to do. I didn't flap, I didn't jump, I didn't showboat or soar or do any of that newbie crap. I just folded my arms tight against my sides, and let myself fall forward until I was nose-down like a bullet.


  The levels floated by, then they flipped by like they were a film, but in that low grav field the best I could get was maybe seventy kph, which is kinda like about like a cheetah runs if it's chasing an antelope that's gone all lame in two legs. I tried to goose some more speed, but Luna's just too much of a sweetheart. She's like a great friend, you know? She loves you, wants you to hang around, but she's not gonna hold on to you when you got shit to do, at least not too hard.


  After a couple hundred stories, I just gave up and spread everything out. I arched my back and canted my wings back.


  And wouldn't you know it, that brand new baby eagle called Rob swooped like a god. I pulled up just in time to avoid getting to know the far gallery walls, shot up with my wings folded back again, pushed as high as I could, then, at the apex, just as I felt myself start to stall out, I opened my arms and flapped hard, then kept flapping, pushing straight up until I had to level out and circle on the rising air.


  I kept circling, too, climbing that gigantic gallery like a spiral staircase, until I burst through at the very top, out into the sunlight of the Lunar day.


  “Rob Suarez, this is flyer control,” the radio buzzed in my ear, “You've entered restricted airspace. Return to the Gallery zone immediately, or you will be fined.”


  “Roger that, control. Heading back down.”


  I didn't quite. I took a low swoop over the barley fields, then up high to the apex of the dome before folding up and plunging back down into the Gallery, just before the second warning hit my eardrums.


  Now, here's the thing. I know what it means to do the mondo crazy shit. I know how much it takes. You gotta have the brass, and you gotta have the beans. But you know what? Bird flying doesn't need that to work. All you need for that is gotta know how to cut loose and have fun, man. That's all. And old Suave Rob hadn't done that in a good long time, you know? I'd forgotten about that part, and that's just not cool.


  I corkscrewed my way down, pitching, diving, swooping, soaring, finding thermals and riding them up. I picked out Cop-chick Singh and that asshole kid from the flyers and buzzed 'em a couple times until the three of us got to playing follow-the-leader. The kid even showed us a huge tunnel with flight clearance that took us straight across the top of an underground lake filled with naked people and up another giant vent shaft, then across through an empty air duct wide as a freeway tunnel and into the Gallery again.


  I mean, we played, you know? Like really played, like kids on a swing set. By the time I landed my sweaty ass back down on the ground, when our hour was up, I as good and shagged out like I'd been riding waves all day. I don't know what else to tell you, but I'll tell you this for nothing: those moon fliers are the balls, man, and by that I mean they really are the balls. So goddamn righteous, and I'm not just saying that.


  Sometimes, it's the little things, you know?


  “Rob,” the cop-chick said while we were hanging up our rented rigs, “I want you to meet Jellan Shaw.” She nodded at the pipsqueak. Sure enough, his name tag said Jel on it. And here I thought that was his favorite kind of candy or something.


  “Jel,” I said, “You're a righteous dude up there.”


  “Yeah, whatever.”


  “Jel, this is Suave Rob Suarez.”


  “Yeah, whatever. He told me.” Kid still didn't look all that impressed. But hey, I wouldn't if I was him. It takes cool, and you can't buy that kind of cool—this kid was gonna go far.


  “No, really. He is.”


  “You're not just joshing?”


  “Not any more than I was when you and Fosh...”


  “Okay, okay, keep it down, will ya?”


  So the kid was a troublemaker she'd busted before, huh? I knew I liked him right from the start.


  Cop-chick Singh smirked. “You got it. But this really is...”


  “Really?” He looked me up and down again. “You're not bad out there—wanna go again?”


  I windmilled my arms, reached up, kicked up and hit my toes against my fingers, gave the kid a once-over. “You think you can beat me around the circuit?”


  He smirked.


  “Time trials style. Best of three.”


  “You're on, old man.”


  I almost bit his head off for the old man crack, till I thought: Well...you know, I guess I kinda am.


  



  I WIPED THE FLOOR WITH the kid. That's not the surprise. The surprise is that I had to work for it. I told him to give me a call if he decided to go into the biz, I'll give him some pointers. Who knows, the little dude could be Gurgle's next heir—you know, after I step aside and hang up my spurs and let other people have a go at the primo seat for kicking the universe in the balls.


  Don't tell me the universe doesn't deserve it, either. Have you seen the amount of vacuum out there? The radiation?


  The cold dead universe hates us, man. She wants us deader than dog shit, and as far as I'm concerned, that means the universe has it coming, and I'm gonna be there to smile next time someone nails it right between the dangly bits. Maybe Gigolo Jeff'll get some religion and come back to the fold. Maybe it'll be the kid. Hell, maybe I'll figure out how to top the last one, and it'll be me. That'd be a hella sweet way to go out.


  Well, after Ms. I'm-not-sure-if-she's-a-groupie-or-not insisted on taking me to lunch. She said she needed to explain a few things. She got me some food, and then started making polite social noises.


  I hate small talk. If you're gonna be wasting your time on small talk, you might as well just shoot yourself—or go do something better, and friendlier. I'd say maybe that was just me, but I've known too many other people who think so too. You face death enough time you lose your patience for stuff that eats up your life, you know?


  Besides, this chick was after something. The cagier she got, the more I was sure. I thought we were finally getting somewhere when she said:


  “So, that kid, Jellan Shaw—he's gonna be one of your projects.”


  “Projects?”


  “He's the big boy in a shoplifting gang I caught last month. He and his buddies—and a couple other crowds of delinquents—have all pulled spots in a winter survival camp.”


  “Gee, that's just peachy-cool. You know I don't do crowd control, right? I, like, hire dudes for that, and they're better at it than me.”


  “Oh, they'll have resource officers with them.”


  “God, no. More cops?”


  She smiled.


  “So what am I gonna teach these pipsqueaks?”


  “Vacuum safety, surface scaling, EVA, and teamwork.”


  I guess those lunar judges don't go in for the fancy current events, or they'd know how Jeff ditched me. I mean, who does that, to a friend, you know? “And I start...?”


  “Tuesday. Morning. Seven hundred. You got all the details in your sentencing notification.”


  Then she looked at me. It was that kind of look. The kind you get from the groupies, and from the reporters that want to do a little undercover research on you, if you know what I mean. It's the kind of look that says I'm wondering something about what you're hiding under there.


  I looked back, but she didn't budge. She just looked. Like she was waiting for me to make the next move.


  And you know, I thought about it.


  I mean, it wasn't gonna get me anything cause there'd already been the sentencing, and, well, she was hot, but she wasn't hot, if you know what I mean. But it seemed kinda rude not to offer.


  So I went ahead and gave her the Suave Rob smile, and a wink, and said, “Look, we're done with the eating bit and everything. You want to go get more comfy? I hear there's this great place up at the north end of Grissom...”


  She laughed at me. Honest to God. I haven't been laughed out of a chick's panties since I was fifteen years old. And you know, that kinda pissed me off. I mean, even if she wasn't into dudes, we could have worked something out—it's not like I don't have equipment she likes, right?


  “Okay, what gives? I mean, I don't want to be an asshole or anything, but I am Suave Rob Suarez. What are you following me around for if you're not after...” I looked down at my self. Nothing out of place, everything still in peak condition. I take care of that shit, I mean, I don't want to be immodest or anything, but it is flawless. It has to be. Any flaws, and I'm dead.


  “I want to know what really happened to Gurgle Tippler.” She said it like she was asking for my digits, and knew I'd give it to her, too.


  “What do you care?”


  “Cause I want to know how you got him to sign on with you.”


  That did it. There's just some things you don't ask.


  I squinted at her like she was some kind of cop or something—which she was, but I mean like she was a cop, you know, the fun police, the stick-up-the-ass that wrecks everything for the rest of the human race cause they think being out of control is some sort of bloody crime—and I said, real slow so she could understand me even though, being a cop, she had to have an IQ somewhere just above a rutabaga or something.


  “Gurgle was like a father to me, you get it? He was a god on Earth, no matter what planet or star he was on. That's personal stuff, man, and you're a cop. It ain't any of your business.”


  “I wouldn't be so sure about that.”


  “Oh? Why's that?”


  “Gurgle Tippler was my grandfather's brother. Guess that makes us family.”


  Chapter 3


  They Call It 'Vacuum' for a Reason


   



  


  THING ABOUT LC—AND I'LL TELL you this for nothing, cause I learned it the hard way being stuck there for two months—there's only really one bar. I mean, sure, there's bars, you know, places you can get a drink, but there's only one bar, if you know what I mean.


  Finding a bar in the inner solar system ain't as easy as you'd think. It takes a hell of a lot more than hooch. You gotta be able to play a good game of pool and have a top flight meal and get utterly righteous home-brew and distill, and it can't be a asshole-snob hellhole. Needs regular Joes, you dig? Then, you gotta add some real wood trim, like you'd get in a five-star restaurant.


  That bar is One Eyed Jack's.


  I should know. I kinda wound up living there between rugrat duty shifts. And that first rugrat duty shift was a doozy.


  Only trouble with going into One Eyed Jack's is that they always play the news. Could be TGN, could be SSIPN, could be a net feed curated by some local. LC folks go in for stuff like that. They're big on “local.” Something about having kicked all the Terran governments off their planet, way back when. That kind of thing makes a difference, kinda like chucking your dip shit old man out an airlock when you're fifteen makes a difference. If I'd gone into a different business, I could totally see doing the Loonie thing. Not a bad place, all in all.


  Except, you know, for the news. LC brothers love the news. And in One Eyed Jack's, they love it as much as they love the booze—which is top shelf righteous, don't get me wrong—and I just don't get how that makes them any less lame than the poseurs that never crawl their way out of the gravity well and have a look around at the universe. Terran bullshit is Terran bullshit, no matter where you are. And if you don't have to pay attention, and you do anyway? Well, you're really missing out, that's all.


  And that first afternoon, after serving my first go-round of rugrat time, it was extra gnarly, cause you know who was on those screens talking up his new rocket racing championship league?


  Gigolo Jeff Marino, that's who.


  I mean, who leaves a friend high and dry like that, really? That's like taking off when you see a shark fin and not letting your other wet-suited buddies know why you're chasing swells that won't break till halfway back to shore. I mean, it's just mean. And he had to be working on that rocket league thing for days, too. That kind of operation does not happen in two weeks. Takes months, sometimes years of work before you're ready to hit the press and do promotion and shit. And here he was, talking it up.


  Son of a bitch cut me out. No two ways about it. I swore right there if I ever got my hands on him again I'd do to him what I did to my old man.


  “Heya, Rob!”


  Cop-chick Singh. Just shoot me now.


  “That's Suave Rob. It's on my bloody ID.”


  “Bad day?”


  “Worse now.”


  “Poor baby.” She scooted her entirely uninteresting hips down onto the leather-and-wood bench on the other side of my table and completely ignored the fact that the last thing I wanted was Gurgle Tippler's long lost grandniece taking some kind of creepy interest in my stuff. I mean, s'crats, she just wouldn't go away. Isn't there a thing about harassment? Aren't the cops on the moon supposed to not get fascist latitude? “I got the call. I need your statement.”
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