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MAX AND THE MULTIVERSE

 

Book One








 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

Max stared at a dingy basement wall, tracing the lines of bare cinder blocks. He stood motionless in the center of the room, wary and waiting. His eyes shifted towards every faint sound. A thump here, a muffle there, then footsteps. Floorboards creaked overhead, then down the hall, then nowhere. A door slammed. A car rumbled to life and faded into the distance. Max closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then pumped his fists and shouted, “Spring break!”

Max’s parents had departed for Hawaii, leaving him to fend for himself in the dusty suburbs of Albuquerque, New Mexico. Not that he minded. As an only child with social anxiety and a deep distaste for the outdoors, he welcomed a quiet week in a dank basement. He enjoyed it, preferred it even. Spring break to most teens meant travel to exotic locales, or at the very least, anywhere but home. Max had no interest in such things. Spring break to him meant one thing: gaming. Lots and lots of gaming. An endless romp of caffeinated carnage without curfews or prying parents.

And so, it began.

His closest friends inhabited pixels on a computer, the avatars of fleshy cohorts all around the world. They escaped their real-life dungeons by slaughtering monsters in virtual ones. It gave them a sense of pride and accomplishment, all while dismantling their basic social faculties.

Two days into an epic bender, Max’s cat found him facedown and drooling on the keyboard.

“Oi, Max. Time to get up.”

“Huh?” Max stirred at his desk.

“Arise, you lazy sod. I’m hungry.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll—wait, what?”

Max opened his eyes to find a chubby orange tabby with green eyes and puffy jowls sitting on the desk beside him, part one of a reliable morning routine. However, the usual crop of impatient meows had been replaced by the King’s English, complete with a disarming British accent.

“Morning,” Ross said.

Max yelped and jerked backwards, tumbling out of the chair. His body thumped the floor and rolled into the couch. The chair clanked and clattered before landing on its side. Max grunted in distress, then whipped a frightened gaze to the feline.

“That looked painful,” Ross said.

Max flinched.

Ross raised an eyebrow while maintaining a ninja-like stillness, conveying the least possible amount of concern. “You okay there, mate?”

“You can talk. You’re talking.”

“Yeah, so?”

“But how? You don’t, um, I mean ...” Max’s sputtering mind sifted through a deluge of questions before settling on the most impractical one. “Do all cats talk?”

“What, do you mean figuratively?”

Max started to respond, then stopped, then started and stopped again. His brain and mouth refused to cooperate, sounding like a faulty video stream.

“Ooookay then, moving on. You’re awake. I’m hungry. Get off the damn floor, get your head on straight, and meet me in the kitchen.” Ross dropped from the desk and trotted towards the stairs.

Max shook his head and blinked several times, trying to offload the hallucination. He untangled himself and leaned back against the couch. After a scowl and shoulder roll, he pressed a finger to his neck to check his pulse, explaining a grand total of nothing.

An annoyed Ross peeked around the stairwell. “Are you coming or not?”

Max flinched again and covered his heart. “Jeez, give me a minute.”

“That’s another minute I have to abide an empty belly, now get a move on. By the way, the litter pan is full and I deuced in the bathtub. You might want to address that after you tend to my nutritional needs.”

Max responded with a contorted gaze.

Ross huffed and scampered up the stairs.

Max slapped himself across the cheek, winced in pain, and immediately regretted the decision. Climbing to his feet, he glanced over to a morning sunbeam peeking through a small port window, then grimaced like an albino cave troll. Designed as a mother-in-law suite, the basement featured a bathroom, kitchenette, and external entry, allowing Max to come and go as he pleased, not that it mattered much. His real-world obligations peaked at school and the occasional girlfriend, so he preferred to stay put, content to explore his virtual worlds under a veil of darkness.

He spent most of his time in a living room of sorts, in the sense that it housed the evidence of something living. Apart from an extravagant gaming system, furnishings amounted to little more than a squatter’s paradise. A ratty couch and rickety table served as bedroom and dining room. Corners and cubbies seemed hell-bent on expanding an impressive collection of dust bunnies. A pair of particleboard bookcases with opposing veneers gave a firm middle finger to interior design. An assortment of comic books, computer manuals, and gadget boxes completed the portrait of a standard nerd cave.

Max climbed the stairs like a half-naked camp counselor in a horror movie. He paused at the top and peered around the doorframe, scanning the hallway through widened eyes. Everything seemed in order, down to the forced smiles of family pictures along the walls. He tiptoed down the hall, pausing to examine each passing room. When he arrived at the end, he poked his head into a sage green kitchen where hanging pots reflected the morning sunlight. Ross stood in the center of the room with an expectant gaze.

Max froze and gawked at the feline.

Ross sighed. “Um, food? Sometime around now would be nice.”

Max stiffened his posture and crept towards the pantry while maintaining eye contact.

Ross tilted his head. “You’re starting to weird me out a bit.”

Max filled a bowl with cat food, lowered it to the floor, and slid it over to Ross.

“Thanks, mate. And for the record, that was way more than a minute.” Ross plunked his face into the bowl, spilling bits of kibble onto the floor.

Max backed away slowly like a vegan at a hog roast. He turned to the sink, cranked the faucet, and splashed his face with cold water. Droplets fell from his dangling jaw as he gazed out the window at nothing in particular. After a brief mental reboot, his attention shifted to the coffee maker, the lifeblood of any true gamer. He fixed a pot, filled his favorite mug, and lowered himself to the kitchen table. Sip after sip, he studied his furry friend while fretting over mental health and conversation etiquette. Small talk proved vexing with other humans, let alone with a cognizant pet. Convinced he was dreaming, or perhaps the target of an elaborate prank, Max decided to test the waters with a civil exchange.

“So, um, any plans for the day?”

Ross halted mid-chew and lifted an irked face from the bowl. “What, besides eating?” he said through a mouthful of kibble.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Why?” Ross narrowed his eyes.

“I don’t know, just curious.”

“Okay. I’ll play your little mind game.”

“It’s not a game. I’m just making conversation.”

“Life is a never-ending game of attrition. Our wits, swords. Our composure, shields.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Jeez, dude. It’s a simple, harmless, superficial question. I don’t need a Shakespearian response.”

“Fine.” Ross thought for a moment while crunching. “I haven’t thought much past this bowl, to be honest. Napping will be a high priority, on a variety of precarious surfaces. Might take in a window viewing or chase some sunbeams. May freak the hell out for no apparent reason, that’s always fun.” He ruffled his brow. “Why? Is there anything I should know about?”

“Nothing comes to mind. Why are you so suspicious?”

“That trollop of a girlfriend isn’t coming over, is she?”

“Who, Megan?”

“No, Miley Cyrus. Who the bloody hell do you think I mean?”

“No need to be a dick about it. What’s wrong with her coming over?”

“Well, duh, she’s an insufferable twit.”

“Wow.” Max cringed. “That’s a bit harsh. I thought you liked her.”

“What? When did I ever give you that impression?”

“So you don’t like her?”

Ross huffed and glanced away for a moment. “You are one dense wanker, you know that? How many times do we need to have this conversation?”

Max started to respond, but sighed instead.

“She’s a canine sympathizer, Max. She consistently reeks of wet dog and utterly fails to grasp the concept of an inside voice. I have choked down her prattle for long enough. Let it be known that I am very close to a rash retaliation.”

“Please don’t. She’s a good person.”

“Seriously, the next time I see that dimwitted bint, I’m going to vomit in her shoes.”

“Fine, no Megan today.” Max groaned and rubbed his forehead. “Jeez, it’s like living with a douchebag Garfield.”

“That’s racist.” Ross cocked his ears back.

“What? How is that— You’re both—” Max paused for a brain buffer. He shook his head, took another sip of coffee, then stood from the table. “I’m going out to get the mail.”

Ross replied with a stink eye, then plunked his face back into the bowl.

Max shuffled to the front door, unlatched it with a limp hand, and greeted an onslaught of New Mexican sunlight. The heat needled his pale skin as he lumbered towards the street with an arm raised overhead. He grabbed a handful of letters from the mailbox, sifted through a pile of mostly junk, then turned for the house.

“Maximus!” said a voice from below.

“Sweet mother of pancakes!” Max convulsed the letters out of his hands.

“Sorry mate, didn’t mean to wonk you,” the voice said, also in a British accent.

Max palmed his heaving chest. He glanced down to find the cheerful face of Gerald, the neighbor’s cat, a dirty brown tabby with blue eyes and an obvious weight problem.

“You got any more of those salmon treats? I could really go for some.”

“Shut up, minger,” Ross said from an open windowsill. “You need treats like a Max needs a third willy.”

Gerald scrunched his brow. “You have two knobs?”

“No, of course not,” Max said, then glared at Ross.

Gerald perked. “My uncle had one eye, three legs, and talked like a pirate. True story. Strange lad, that one.”

Ross snorted with amusement.

Max gathered the letters from the ground and stomped towards the front door with Gerald prancing behind.

“About those trea—” Gerald said as the door slammed in his face.

Max tossed the mail onto the counter, scowled at Ross, then flopped back into his chair.

Ross snickered and returned to his food bowl. 

Max leaned forward and folded his hands on the table. Troubled eyes stared at the surface as he nodded with the steady cadence of a metronome. Fluttering breaths fled his lungs with every sip of coffee. Teeth chattered behind taut lips, filling his mind with a grim melody. After a long spell of nervous contemplation, he dropped his forehead to the table with a loud thump.

Ross jerked away from the bowl with cocked ears and a poofed tail. “What the hell, man?”

“I’m crazy, I’m crazy, I’m crazy,” Max said from beneath an arm fort.

“What do you mean crazy?”

Max lifted his head and heaved with a mounting panic attack, his unhinged gaze darting around the room. “I’ve gone insane. My cat is talking to me. My damn cat, and as Nigel Puffbottom no less.” Writhing and panting, he closed his eyes and tucked his arms to regain some composure. “I must be dreaming, or sleepwalking, or something. My brain has lost its footing and I’m just imagining cats talking to me. That’s all. I’m okay. I’m okay. I’m perfectly fine.”

“Brains can’t have a footing,” Ross said with a flat tone.

Max huffed and opened his eyes. “You can be a real jerk, you know that? Or not, who knows, it’s all in my head.”

“So, you don’t think I’m talking right now?”

“Of course not, cats don’t talk.”

Ross uncocked his ears and pondered the declaration. He pranced over to the nearest chair, bounded up to the table, and settled in front of Max. After a brief silence, he turned towards the window. “Oi, Gerald!”

Gerald’s head popped up from beneath the windowsill. “All right, Ross?”

“Get this, Max says that cats don’t talk.”

“What, does he mean figuratively?”

“No, he says not at all.”

“Well that’s interesting because we’re having a lovely conversation.”

“Exactly my point.”

“That doesn’t prove a damn thing,” Max said through a double facepalm.

“Wow, what’s his damage today?” Gerald said to Ross.

“Don’t know, trying to figure that out.”

“Well, I’ll leave you to it then. Best of luck.”

“Cheers, Gerald.”

Gerald ducked away as Ross returned his gaze.

Max glared at him through a finger fence.

“Don’t give me that look. I’m trying to help you.”

“Help me?” Max slapped his hands on the table. “How on Earth is that helping?”

“Fine, my apologies. Truce.” Ross bowed his head for a moment, then lifted onto his hind legs. He cleared his throat and dropped his voice to a smooth baritone. “The truth is ... you are the chosen one.”

Max scrunched his brow. “Huh? What the hell are you talking about?”

“While I appreciate my given name of Rosco P. Coltrane on this planet, my real name is Reginald Sarcoga, first son of Hackamore. I hail from an ancient order of supreme beings that occupied the Zynfall Galaxy of Hamonrye. We settled upon your planet long ago and assumed the feline form to aid in our divine quest. I have spent my entire life looking for you. Today, we present ourselves to Your Grace. You are the one the prophecies foretold. You are the fabled Shifter, The Light, the vessel that will unite all universes under an infinite era of peace.” Ross placed his paw on top of Max’s hand. “It is time to fulfill your destiny, star child.”

Max donned the bewildered expression of a preteen boy seeing his first pair of boobs. An eyelid twitched for good measure as his brain processed the reveal. With a renewed vitality, he locked eyes with a stoic Ross. “I knew it. I knew there was something bigger going on here. I have always felt the draw of some higher purpose.”

“I am so pulling your leg right now.” Ross smirked and removed his paw.

Max drooped with the sting of embarrassment. “You’re such an asshole.” He closed his eyes and thumped his head back onto the table.

“Gerald!” Ross said to the open window.

“Wotcha?” Gerald said as he popped his head up.

“I told him he was a star child with a destiny.”

“Oh, that’s cheeky. How’d he take it?”

“Not well. He keeps banging his head on the table.”

“Won’t that churn his noggin?”

“Can’t break what’s already broke.”

“Brilliant, carry on then.” 

Max stood in a hurry, flinging his chair halfway across the kitchen. He rushed over to the window where a smiling Gerald perked with attention.

“So how about those trea—” Gerald said as the window slammed shut, muffling his voice behind the glass. “Right, shall I just bugger off then?”

Max ignored him, dropped the shade, and returned to the kitchen. He swiped the mug from the table and snapped at Ross. “You proud of yourself?”

“A touch, yeah.”

Max downed a final swig before grabbing the pot for a refill. He sighed with defeat, then leaned back on the counter and stared at the floor. “So that’s it, then. I’m nuttier than a squirrel turd.”

“Yeah, you’re probably schizophrenic or something.”

Max sneered at Ross. “Thanks, you’re so helpful.”

“Oh c’mon mate, lighten up. Most people slog through life without ever knowing the wonders of true insanity. I say enjoy the pink elephants while you got ‘em.”

“Well, that’s one terrible way to look at it.”

Max spent the rest of the day coping like a normal teen, by avoiding the problem and turning to gaming. He battled digital demons while trying to ignore the color commentary of a sentient feline. Though unnerving, he did learn a great deal about life as a house cat. He learned that laser pointers were the purest of evils, that sunbeams healed every possible ailment, and that squirrels were a bunch of frolicking asshats that needed to be taught a lesson.

 

*   *   *

 

In another universe, about three and a half billion to the left, a small freighter ship exited hyperspace just outside of Neptune’s orbit. As little more than a flying dumpster, the ship was not winning any beauty pageants. Its clunky hull appeared more mangled than designed, leaving one to suspect that its architect loved booze and Legos. A charcoal gray exterior with numerous dents and rust stains conveyed an impressive amount of disregard. The deep blue glow of its twin rear engines created a drab silhouette, like a bloated bat crossing a moonlit sky.

Apart from a standard registry code engraved in white lettering, the mundane craft carried no markings or obvious identifications, a calculated necessity for the crew. Its banal presence concealed a sophisticated collection of technology, including a military-grade frame, enhanced jump drive, and several pieces of plasma weaponry. To an average passerby, the ship read as little more than a poor drifter shuttle. After all, members of the PCDS (Precious Cargo Delivery Service) needed to guard their inconspicuousness above all else.

The sleek cockpit gleamed with an array of touch-based circuitry. A double-crescent control panel pinged with scans and alerts. Blinking blues and pulsing purples outlined the freighter’s commander in the pilot seat, a shrewd Mulgawat by the name of Zoey Bryx. Most knew her by an ominous nickname: The Omen, earned for her distinct reputation as one of the most ruthless and efficient PCDS couriers to have ever lived.

When Zoey accepted a job, it came with an unwavering promise: If I’m not on time, you can assume I’m dead. Despite her young age, a twentysomething by Earth years, she won tremendous fame through an unrivaled dependability. As a result, she often found herself entrusted with some of the most extraordinary artifacts in all of existence, current cargo included. Nothing explicit, just a small plastic box with an address and the following instructions: Handle with care, the great bag of marbles depends on it. It rested inside a bio-lock safe at the rear of the cargo bay.

On their way to the Andromeda Galaxy, Zoey and her longtime girlfriend, a fellow Mulgawat and gifted machinist by the name of Perra Harbin, decided to make a pit stop at a boring yellow star. To anyone in the know, the destination was obvious. This particular star anchored a solar system famous for one of the universe’s most delectable sources of water: a small icy moon named Europa orbiting a massive gas giant named Jupiter. Those fortunate enough to sample Europan water, harvested from enormous freshwater oceans far beneath its surface, often described it as a transcendent experience akin to licking a firetooth sandworm.

Zoey narrowed her deep blue eyes as she scanned the panoramic viewport. She slipped off her worn leather jacket and draped it across the back of the pilot seat, leaving her to the comfort of a thin tank top and cargo pants. A few taps of the control panel produced a green hologram of the current solar system, brightening her sunburst orange complexion and dark blue lips. A small cursor blinked at the outer orbit, signifying their current location. She brushed her choppy black hair aside and tapped the pulsing icon. The hologram pinged in response and zoomed into Neptune’s orbital path. She nodded and input a course correction. The ship pitched downward, lifting a massive blue horizon into view. A smile stretched across her face as Neptune’s cobalt sheen engulfed the cabin.

“Perra sweetie, we’re here!”

A squeal of delight echoed from the cargo bay as Perra darted up a narrow corridor towards the cabin. The studded straps and tarnished buckles of her machinist pants clanked along the metal walls. She emerged with a toothy smile and peered out the viewport. Her creamy orange hand pressed against the console as she leaned forward. A series of error pings rang around the cabin, prompting Zoey to fumble for corrections.

“Ugh, watch what you’re doing,” Zoey said.

“Sorry,” Perra said. “I’m just so excited to see it.” She stepped back from the panel and wiped her grimy hands on a simple halter top.

Zoey nabbed the back of Perra’s neck and pulled down, planting a kiss on her buttery orange cheek. Perra’s long auburn ponytail brushed Zoey’s shoulders, tickling the thin blue scales running down her upper arms. Perra snickered and plopped into the co-pilot chair.

“I’m excited too, my love,” Zoey said.

“So where is it?” Widened eyes scanned the vista, her deep purple irises floating in pools of white. “That doesn’t look like Jupiter at all. At least, not what I remember from the coms.”

“We’re not there-there yet, just here.” Zoey pointed at the hologram. “We’re at the edge of the planetary system. This is a controlled area, so we can’t jump in directly. We have to taxi in from outer orbit.”

Perra huffed. “That means we still have a few pochs left to travel.”

“That’s nothing, we’ll be there before you know it. Let’s see ...” Zoey tapped across the console, highlighting some basic system info. “Okay, we have a yellow dwarf star with eight planets, four rocky, four gaseous. Jupiter is fifth from the star, first gas giant. We’re just outside the eighth’s orbit. That’s Neptune.” She pointed at the giant blue planet filling the viewport. “Taxi speed is set at 10 gamuts a mark, putting Jupiter at about 3,000 marks away. See? Not even a full poch. Plenty of time to relax and load up some languages.”

Perra sighed. “Okay, fine. Let’s just hope it’s nothing too complicated.”

Zoey and Perra were not speaking an Earth dialect when they arrived. As citizens of Mulgawat, a small planet in the Ursa Major Group, they spoke Korish as their native tongue. To human ears, a Korish conversation sounded like a couple of sleep-deprived frogs getting stabbed in the throat. When entering any new system with dominant forms of language, it was customary to install the major dialects before docking at a station.

Perra reached into a side compartment and withdrew a cylindrical device, silver in color with a simple control pad. She plugged it into the console, spawning a hologram panel of diction data. “Looks like we have three. Chinese, Spanish, and English.” A quick swipe loaded the infuser. She plucked it from the dock, placed the business end to her temple, then pressed a red button at the other end. A whir, zot, and ping signaled a successful installation. She shivered away a chill, then handed the device to Zoey.

“Only three? Nice.” Zoey repeated the process.

Now they were speaking English, the most comfortable of the three. Chinese felt too weird on the face and Spanish sounded too damn sexy to take seriously.

“So, just under a poch, eh?” Perra stood from her seat, slid her hands across Zoey’s chest, and whispered into her ear. “That does give us plenty of time to ... relax.”

Zoey smirked. She confirmed the trajectory, engaged the autopilot, and lifted to her feet. A wandering finger hooked Perra’s belt and yanked her into a steamy embrace. Wet lips and muffled moans broke the dull hum of the main engines. Perra pulled away and motioned down the corridor with a subtle gesture. Zoey bit her lip and nodded, allowing Perra to back down the passage with her lover in tow. Hungering for each other, they disappeared into the bedchamber.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

The multiverse has always presented itself as a tantalizing yet unprovable theory. It lurks within the realms of fevered speculation, something for geeks to discuss in the uncool corners of parties. Nevertheless, Max was the second being in all of existence to uncover the truth: that an infinite number of parallel universes do, in fact, exist. The first to verify the multiverse theory was Rumac of the Suth’ra Society, but he didn’t care enough to publish.

For the most part, parallel universes are unremarkable reprints of each other and it takes a keen eye to notice any difference at all. The only variation between one and the next might be to the mating habits of cannibalistic space slugs. But whenever Max shifted, it was to a variant of his particular domain. This is an apparent rule of shifting, but we’re only monkeysacking here (the equivalent of “spitballing” in another universe).

Max acquired his incredible ability in perhaps the dumbest way imaginable. He gamed, a lot, enough to worry parents and alienate girlfriends. On the second day of a spring break all to himself, he pushed the limits of an epic gaming marathon. The sun rose, the sun set, midnight came and went. As dawn loomed, his mental janitor clocked out and killed the lights. His face crashed onto the keyboard and mashed a sequence of commands not seen since the dark warring days of Galwock 36. This random turd of logic just so happened to match one of the stasis functions sent between universes. It rocketed through the ether and collided with that code packet. The rebound imprinted onto Max’s subconscious, an event so improbable that it makes winning the lottery while being struck by lightning seem like a typical Tuesday. At that most fortuitous of moments, his psyche switched universes. When he awoke, his cat spoke with a British accent. And from that day forward, Max shifted to a new world whenever he fell asleep.

 

*   *   *

 

Max awoke on his crumb-infested couch. The crackle of empty wrappers saluted his rise from the cushions. Tired eyes scanned the room for anything abnormal, uncovering little more than the usual grime and disregard. Motes of dust swirled in a morning sunbeam. A thin cloud of body odor and cheese poof dust teased his nostrils. He plucked his phone from the coffee table and tapped the surface.

10:42 a.m., Tuesday. 

After a few blinks and face rubs, he glanced down to find Ross staring at him from the floor. Max flinched the phone out of his hand and stiffened with fright, initiating a tense game of vernacular chicken. Ross stood his ground, statuesque, refusing to vocalize the first move. Max took a deep breath and offered his concession.

“Morning,” Max said, using a minimal amount of lip muscles.

“Meow,” Ross said, declaring victory.

“Oh thank goodness.” Max collapsed into the couch. “I thought I was batshit crazy.”

“Meow,” Ross said, demanding food service.

“Yeah, I need to get outside today. Maybe the lack of vitamin D is taking its toll.” He sighed, rubbed his eyes, and stared at the ceiling for a minute. “You know, I could really go for some chimichangas.”

“Meow,” Ross said, pointing out that his selfish behavior had once again trumped the nutritional needs of his loyal companion, and that the declaration of chimichangas served as a callous attempt to mock said nutrition.

Without a stylistic care in the world, Max added a frayed hoodie to his lounging ensemble, hooked a pair of flip-flops, and embarked on a culinary expedition. He pulled his beat-up hatchback out of the driveway and set sail for his favorite diner across town. The bright New Mexican sunlight poured through the windshield, warming his chest and tightening his face. While humming along to the radio, he clued into an uncomfortable reality. The roads were empty. No car horns, no pedestrians, no traffic of any kind, only the dull rumble of the engine as it broke an eerie silence.

His phone erupted with a series of shrill tones, startling him to attention. He grabbed the device from the cup holder and read the flashing alert. 

CODE ORANGE ... CODE ORANGE ... 

Pulling to a stop at the next intersection, he peered in all directions but found no signs of life. “Uh, this is no bueno. Maybe I should get off the ro—”

A thunderous crash hit the roof. Tires exploded, glass shattered, everything metal bent and screamed. Max let out a blood-curdling shriek as he and his crumpled car lifted into the air. Huge black claws gripped the roofline above the doors, shifting and scraping with every upward surge. Max gawked at them in wide-eyed disbelief, his face mangled by panic. An ominous flapping sound revealed itself overhead, filling him with a dreadful curiosity. He leaned forward and glanced up through the shattered windshield. The resulting shock tossed him back into the seat.

“Code orange,” he said, shaking his head. “Would it not have been slightly more informative to say, oh, I don’t know, PTERODACTYLS?! Warning! Giant winged death lizards! Get off the goddamn roads!”

Max rage-punched the steering wheel over and over, blowing the car horn with every hit, which in turn angered the pterodactyl. The beast sank its claws deeper into the frame and let out a piercing screech. Metal creaked and moaned as bits of glass bounced around the cabin. Max received the message loud and clear. He threw his hands up in what seemed like a necessary apology, then proceeded to sulk inside his flying doom wagon. “Well, I must admit, this will make for one badass obituary.”

A deafening boom echoed overhead and ended with a crackle of static. The blast shook the car from side to side, forcing the winged reptile to adjust its grip. Another boom followed. The pterodactyl screeched and abandoned its purchase. Max unleashed another blood-curdling shriek as the car plummeted towards the ground. He latched onto the steering wheel and pulled back, as if to will his car into a James Bond flying machine. Max’s life passed before his eyes, yet he still managed to pout about it. Seconds from impact, a blue energy cocoon surrounded the crumpled car and slowed its descent into a comfortable hover. The car placed itself onto a well-manicured section of grass inside a local park.

Max, still clenching the steering wheel with a sweaty death grip, surveyed his new surroundings with horrified eyes. Soon thereafter, a dirty brown pickup truck pulled up to the curb near Max’s location. A chubby fellow in a plaid shirt and overalls stepped out of the truck and sauntered over to the wreckage. The man scratched his bushy beard and adjusted his trucker’s cap. A long silvery contraption hung around his shoulder, expelling ribbons of steam. Max fixated on the device as the man reached the car.

“Howdy,” the man said in a casual Southern drawl. 

Max responded with a twitching eye.

“First time taken, I reckon?” the man said.

Max barfed in the passenger seat.

The man chuckled. “Helluva ride, eh? You look decent though, any bumps or booboos?”

Max wiped his mouth, regained what little composure he had, and turned back to the man. “Why am I not dead?”

“Well, yer Safety Net seemed to work fine. Had it been glitchy or sump’n?”

“My ... Safety Net?”

“Yeah, Safety Net. You know, your car’s anti-impact system.” The man shifted his beard and raised an eyebrow. “You feelin’ okay, feller?”

“Oh, that, yes.” Max tried to neutralize the conversation. “I heard some loud booms, and then I was falling, and—”

“Ah, yessir, sorry ‘bout that.” He cleared his throat. “I missed my first shot, but I got that wily bastard with a strong second. Dammit all to Hades, I never miss my first shot, but that dad-blasted critter ain’t exactly regular. Kind of embarrassing to tell you the Lord’s honest truth. Please don’t mention that in my Angie’s List review, should you choose to write one, which would be greatly appreciated. Here’s my card.” The man fished a business card from his shirt pocket and handed it to Max.

“Clear Skies Extermination,” Max said, reading aloud.

“Best in the bidness.” The man nodded with pride.

Max continued reading. “Hank Redwood, Owner and Operator.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He extended his hand. “And you are?”

“Max.”

Hank clamped down on his hand and shook with vigor, causing Max to wince in social and physical discomfort. The silvery device bounced around Hank’s shoulder, reflecting sunlight into Max’s eyes.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, son, we just got these in.” Hank’s tone elevated with giddy excitement. He swung the device around to his front and gripped it proudly with both hands. “This here is the new Remington Skyscraper 3200, best bug zapper money can buy.” The thin, cylindrical device extended about three feet in length with a pistol grip and collapsible stock. Lights, vents, and digital displays peppered the shaft.

“Bug zapper?”

“Well, that’s what we call the anti-dino guns in the service. This one here has that new electroshock softening feature, a more humane way of prodding ‘em about. That way they don’t get those nasty singe marks like they used to. Keeps all the dino-rights people happy n’ such.”

A sharp whistle caught Hank’s attention. He turned to find a flatbed truck rolling up to the curb with another earthy man hanging out of the window. After waving hello, he turned back to Max.

“Well alright, there’s yer clean up. That’s Larry. Good man. He’ll take mighty fine care of ye.” Hank stood there with an expectant pause, like a bellhop awaiting a tip.

Max read the body language and searched for his wallet while contemplating the appropriate gratuity for shooting a pterodactyl off the roof of one’s car. Without the slightest of clues, he handed Hank a $20 bill. 

Hank responded with a wide grin. “Well that’s mighty generous. Thank you, sir.”

“No, thank you. You do fine work.”

“You have a blessed day now. And remember to review us on Angie’s List.”

Hank turned away and walked towards his dirty pickup truck. He exchanged brief pleasantries with Larry, who approached the crumpled car.

“Alrighty, sir, time to get out the car,” said the slender and stubbled mechanic.

Max tried to open his buckled door, but ended up with a sore shoulder. After a few unsuccessful attempts, he lifted himself out of the window like a decrepit Bo Duke. Inept at window exits, he lost his balance and tumbled face-up onto the grass. Worried eyes surveyed the clear blue sky for more winged danger.

“Ha, I recognize those claw marks,” Larry said, pointing at the door. “Looks like you got hit by ol’ Stumpy. I figured he would have ventured south by now. Must be gettin’ on in years.”

“Stumpy?” Max lifted to his feet.

“Yeah, big feller, been around a while. Got his foot nipped when he tried to take a Mack truck, lost some claws. Not the brightest lizard of the bunch.”

“Oh, that one,” Max said, trying to appear normalized.

“This won’t take me but a few minutes to clean up. You need a ride or do you have someone you can call?”

“I can make a few calls.” Max glanced around the park to gauge his whereabouts. “Do I pay you now?”

“Naw, dino-related safety and clean up are covered by county taxes. First-timer I take it?”

“Yeah, first time.” Max lifted his gaze to the sky.

“Ha, ye busted yer dino cherry.” Larry chuckled. “Was Stumpy gentle?”

Max rubbed his shoulder and lowered a flattened face to Larry. “Not particularly.”

“No offense, friend, just pokin’ fun. Welp, step on back and I’ll get on this.” Larry examined the mangled car before returning to his flatbed truck.

Max walked to the nearest curb while texting Megan.

[Max] Got hit by Stumpy. I’m okay. Can I get a ride?

[Megan] What?! Ugh. Address?

[Max] Academy Hills Park, Layton Ave.

[Megan] On my way. 10 mins.

[Max] Thank you.

Max sighed. “Glad you’re okay. Need anything? I love you, or something.”

With a grunt of discomfort, Max lowered himself onto the curb. He wiped the sweat from his face and surveyed the park grounds. Tiny, clawed footprints crisscrossed the dirt patches, each split down the middle by shallow lines. A rush of insight caused him to open a browser on his smartphone and search for “dinosaurs.” The mystery deepened. Page after page he scrolled, uncovering a wide variety of dino-specific services; animal control, pet sitting, home protection, exterminators, groomers, butchers, skin traders, and an impressive number of insurance companies.

Max stared at the pavement and mumbled to himself. “Okay, let’s think about this logically. There has to be a rational explanation. It’s not like they opened a Jurassic Park and didn’t—” Max returned to his phone and searched for “Jurassic Park” in a movie database. No record. “Huh,” he said while gnawing his lower lip.

Megan pulled up to the curb, but Max failed to notice due to a viral video of a baby stegosaurus on a skateboard. She gave him a good long half-second before laying on the car horn, jolting Max to attention.

“You coming, asshole?” Megan said.

Max jumped to his feet, grunted with pain, then jogged over to the passenger door and slipped inside. Megan sped off before he settled, slamming the door on his shoulder. He grimaced and swallowed any verbal complaint.

“Thank you so much for this,” Max said, groveling.

She stared at the road and shook her head, refusing to make eye contact.

Maintaining a reasonable level of abasement, he bowed his head and spoke with a soft tone. “Did I do something wrong?”

Megan erupted with a well-rehearsed rant. “Who the hell gets snatched by Stumpy these days? Do you know how clumsy and stupid that reptile is? What the hell were you doing? Just driving down an empty street?”

“I wasn’t thinking.”

“No, hiking alone in T-rex country is not thinking. This was brain dead.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry.”

“This never happened, by the way. My friends would never let me live it down.”

“Who cares what they think?”

Megan glared at Max before mocking the voices of her friends. “Oh, you’re dating that nitwit who got plucked by Stumpy? What, was he hitchhiking with a blindfold or just skipping naked in the desert?”

Max opened his mouth to respond, but sighed instead.

Not to be outdone, Megan sighed louder.

They shared a few minutes of awkward silence before Megan pulled into the driveway of Max’s house. The car jerked to a stop, causing him to wince in pain. With a grunt of soreness, he stepped outside onto the concrete.

“You’re welcome,” Megan said with a curt tone.

Max shot her a sour glance and resisted slamming the door. He gave her a flaccid wave as she backed out of the driveway. Tires squeaked upon the pavement as she about-faced and sped down the street. Max scowled and rubbed his neck as the car turned a corner and disappeared.

“Meow,” Ross said from an open windowsill, hurling an unsavory insult.

“You said it, buddy.” Max turned and limped towards the front door.

 

*   *   *

 

Zoey and Perra lay in a post-coitus entanglement. Their contrasted orange skins melded into fleshy ribbons atop the dusky bed sheets. Facing each other with legs entwined, Perra ran her fingertips up and down Zoey’s flank. Zoey stroked the matte blue scales on Perra’s shoulders. Perra slid her hand around her lover’s neck and pulled her into a kiss. Their dark blue lips blended as one for a blissful moment. Perra heaved her bare breasts in contentment.

“I can’t believe it,” Perra said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Soon we’ll be sitting at the cluster-famous Astral Tear, sipping on Europa’s finest while sampling the best of Earth’s caviar.” She closed her eyes, placed both hands atop her chest, and expelled a long sigh of gratitude. “Life is good.” Lifting her eyelids, she offered a warm smile to Zoey. “And life with you is truly wonderful.”

“Ditto, my love,” Zoey said, returning the smile.

“Maybe we’ll meet an actual Earthling.”

“Ugh, why would you want to do that? They’re such brash creatures.”

“I don’t know, curiosity I guess. They did invent duct tape after all.”

“Yeah, their one lasting contribution to the ‘verse.”

“Hey now, I use that stuff all the time. It’s magical.”

“I know, it shows.” Zoey pounded a fist on the rear wall, sending hollow echoes around the room.

Perra gasped and poked Zoey in the ribs, prompting an array of playful squeals. They wrestled with each other for a moment before ending with a kiss. Perra reached behind her head and patted the dark gray wall of the inner hull. “Don’t listen to her, baby. You’re a fine vessel. Duct tape is an enhancement, really.”

“Mmhmm.”

Perra flipped onto her stomach and rested her head on folded arms. “So what do you think it’ll be like?”

“I don’t know.” Zoey shrugged and flipped onto her back, bringing a handful of sheets with her. “White and cold I guess.”

“Duh, smartass. You know what I mean. I hope it isn’t too touristy.”

“I doubt it. Europa is an ancillary post and the water feature is very posh. It’s more of a choice destination than a whim port. I think we’ll be fine. Minimal riffraff.”

“Good. I would love a quiet and romantic getaway. It’s been so long.”

“I know. I could really use a warm bath, a fuzzy robe, and some needless pampering.”

“I bet the spa is nice.”

“Yeah, and super expensive.”

“We can afford it.” Perra nuzzled up beside Zoey and interlocked arms. “How often do we get to do something like this?”

Zoey smiled and pulled Perra closer for another kiss. “Good point. I think we have earned the right to indulge in some of life’s finer things.”

Perra bit her lower lip and draped an arm across Zoey’s chest. “Thank you, sweetie. You’re too good to me, you know that?”

“You are beyond worth it, my love.”

“And the cargo will be fine?”

“Oh yes. This is a pass-through system, nobody to worry about here.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

Max awoke to a dry mouth and the blank canvas of a dim ceiling. Having fallen asleep in his gaming chair again, he began the morning with a sore neck, and much to his surprise, only a sore neck. He awaited the inevitable onslaught of aches and pains, but nothing came. Shifting in the chair, he groaned and rubbed his eyes. A few lip smacks moistened a parched tongue. A weary arm reached for a cup of stale coffee resting beside the keyboard, but paused just before hooking the handle. He lifted both arms into the air and studied the unblemished skin of an inactive basement dweller. All bumps and bruises from the previous day had disappeared. He felt fine, well-rested even.

Refocusing his attention onto the computer, he bumped the mouse and roused the machine from its slumber. The last thing he remembered was reading an article about the hassles of raptors in your garden. But now, the article concerned rabbits. He re-skimmed the piece with the bewildered stare of a chameleon at a rave, but found no mention of raptors, only rabbits. He checked his phone. No previous alerts. He closed the article and searched for “dinosaurs” again. Links to archaeological websites filled the screen, along with museums and exhibits. Max leaned back in the chair and shook his head.

“What the effing eff ...”

He rubbed his forehead, then returned his attention to the screen. Eyes narrowed as a peculiar idiom emerged. He scooted forward in his chair and studied curious headlines like “Grand Opening Museum Wing Schedules” and “Been Discovered New Species Has.” He clicked on an article and read through the content. Or at least, he tried to. Sentences seemed to follow a new set of grammatical rules. Halfway through the piece, his frustration blurted out the answer. “Why does everything read like Yoda-speak?” He paused, then rolled his eyes and flopped back into the chair. “So this is what I have to deal with today.”

“Meow,” Ross said while rubbing on Max’s leg. Or in cat speak, Attention I need. Scratch you must give.

Max scratched Ross’s head, who returned an appropriate amount of purr payment. 

To test his theory, Max searched the web for Star Wars clips. And sure enough, Yoda delivered his famous lines in familiar conversational English. “You will not look as good when you reach 900 years old,” the Jedi said, sounding more bitchy than wise. On the flip side, the other characters tossed around their cryptic word salads.

“Your father I am,” Vader said.

“True that is not,” Luke said.

“Up laugh it fuzzball,” Han said.

“Argh arrrgh argarg,” Chewbacca said, which sounded just fine.

As a result, many scenes lost the majority of their gusto, coming across as more of a space-themed soap opera.

Max’s day involved meeting Megan and her friends for lunch, an obligation he now regretted. He and Megan shared a lot in common, from a general distaste of other people to an ongoing desire to mock said people. They bonded over a mutual misanthropy, despite hailing from opposite ends of the social spectrum. Their relationship persisted as a crude experiment, each using the other to satisfy raw desires and curiosity. On the other hand, they battled over a complete imbalance of priority. Megan, the very definition of shallow, needed a like-minded friend base in which to perpetuate her shallowness. Max hated each and every one of them, but he hated conflict even more, so he tolerated their presence to maintain peace.

Before heading out, Max spent the morning absorbing as much of the new language structure as he could. His mind struggled through clips and articles, deconstructing each line while resisting a potent urge to speak in a Yoda voice. He practiced by narrating activities.

“Dirty this bowl is. In sink I shall place it.”

“Meow,” Ross said. Or in cat speak, Thrown up I have. Clean it you must.

“Smelly this shirt is. In hamper I shall toss it.”

“Meow,” Ross said. Or in cat speak, Stupid you sound.

Max assembled some classier-than-usual geek attire, consisting of a plaid shirt, unsoiled jeans, and black Chucks. Pocketing his wallet and phone, he took one final look in the bathroom mirror and prepared himself for a day of linguistic battle. “Do or do not. There is no try,” he said in his best Yoda voice. A brief chuckle melted into an annoyed sigh. After bidding farewell to his reflection, he swiped his keys from the counter and departed for the mall.

Max established a simple goal for lunch: talk as little as possible to as few people as possible. Gamers, as a reclusive subspecies of society, often found themselves relegated to the sidelines of social circles where discourse remained optional. Thus, the strategy seemed sound. Since the dawn of the Information Age, not a single gamer has expressed a desire for casual public interaction. Gaming has been, and always will be, a protected bastion of the socially awkward.

However, in order to remain in Megan’s good graces, Max knew that he must suffer through some forced interaction. As an ungraceful geek, he understood that even the slightest variation on acceptable conversation stuck out like a sore thumb, like hearing a New York Italian use the term y’all. The brain found it disorienting and chided the ears for mishearing it. Max could only hope for minimal participation, knowing that the combination of gamer-speak and new grammar rules might render him as incoherent as a drunken Scotsman.

Max sat in the parking lot of an upscale mall, of course, and stared at the department store entrance through his car’s windshield. The glare of the afternoon sun warmed his torso, but he failed to notice. His fingers rapped on the steering wheel, matching his galloping heartbeat. “Yoda for a day, you can do this. May the force be with you. Or rather, with you may the force be.” His cheeks puffed with a series of quickened breaths, like a weightlifter preparing for an epic hoist. With a thump of his shoulder, he opened the car door, assumed his usual persona, and shuffled towards the front entrance.

A jittery hand hooked the door handle and swung it open. He made it three steps inside before meeting eyes with a cheerful greeter. 

“G’morning, to Nordstrom welcome. Good weekend you have?”

Max froze and stared at her through a blank expression. The swinging door beat the sill over and over, like a metronome counting each second of awkwardness. “Yes,” he said after some uncomfortable deliberation. He grinned, nodded in victory, and moved along. The greeter’s confused gaze followed him as he disappeared behind a sales rack.

Max coughed his way through a cloud of perfume to enter the main corridor where hordes of trendy shoppers swarmed around name-brand boutiques. Due to a complete disinterest in fashion, malls always gave Max a sense of intrusion, like wandering into a private club full of tuxedos and peacocks.

He walked towards the central hub with a stiff posture and pursed face. A few polite nods and empty smiles later, he arrived at a bustling food court. A vast smorgasbord of fast food chains and artisan rubbish lined the walls, filling the cavernous chamber with a potent mixture of baked sugar and fried everything. Max cringed at the sight and squirmed a bit. Crowds made him uncomfortable at a baseline, but the addition of sticky surfaces and offensive aromas sent his angst into overdrive.

A quick scan of the communal eating area uncovered Megan and her support group crowded around a table, each shoveling bites of overcooked mall cuisine into their face holes. Erin, Megan’s super skinny best friend and primary source of self-loathing, tossed around her long blonde hair with every snide comment. Chance, Erin’s meathead boyfriend who owned nothing with sleeves, filled an entire bench by himself. Blake, everyone’s favorite narcissist, radiated asshole from every angle. He spent more money on his hair than most people spent on clothes, a fact he liked to flaunt whenever possible.

“Nice of them to wait,” Max said to himself. He sighed and stepped forward, accepting an unpleasant fate.

“Finally arrived he has,” Erin said in her usual snarky tone.

“Eat we went ahead,” Megan said while scooching over. “Mind you don’t.”

Max lowered himself onto the bench beside her, taking a mental note that his girlfriend didn’t bother rising for a hug, a kiss, any meaningful acknowledgment of the relationship whatsoever. “Cool it is.”

“Keep you don’t let us,” Chance said with a mouthful of food. “You like get what.”

Max thought for a moment. “Not hungry I am.”

“Yourself suit,” Erin said before reviving the current conversation.

Blake stared at Max like a king would a peasant. The sheen of his perfect hair reflected the harsh light of the food court. Max glanced down at a bold patterned shirt that he knew cost more than his entire wardrobe. A heavy chain necklace and a few garish rings completed the ensemble of a pompous jackass.

Megan and her three cheerleaders gabbed on unabated. Erin’s sharp tongue hijacked every sentence not about her while Chance’s brainless expression struggled to keep up. Max, eager to remove himself, dove into his smartphone for a needed distraction. The group chatted on and on about their tragic lives, from fashion faux pas to the latest school-based drama. The grammatical jargon allowed Max to tune out more than usual, an unexpected benefit. That is, until Erin decided to include him.

“Max, think what you?”

Max froze like a deer in headlights. “Um ...”

Erin huffed and turned to Megan. “See do you? No attention he pays. Boring nerd he is. Better you can do.”

Max’s cheeks flushed with anger, despite needing a few moments to sift through Erin’s word wreckage. Known for her combative tone and attention-seeking behavior, Erin would often berate easy targets in order to elevate her own self-esteem. A cheap and annoying habit for sure, but her popularity rendered her immune to criticism. Maybe it was the caffeine jitters. Maybe it was the rumbling stomach. Maybe it was the defiling of Grand Master Yoda by a lesser human being. Whatever the catalyst, Max had reached his breaking point.

“You know what? Kiss my ass, Erin!” Max jumped to his feet as a chorus of gasps lifted from the table. “All you do is whine and complain about first-world bullshit. You have a superhero level of self-entitlement that alienates everyone within earshot. Why on Earth do you feel the need to vocalize every piece of frivolous bile that pops into your brain? Are you even capable of conjuring a pleasant thought? You bitch and moan about nothing. I’m beyond sick of it. Maybe if you offered something constructive, even once, I wouldn’t yearn for chloroform every time you opened your mouth.”

Erin’s face twisted itself into various forms of shock and disgust.

Without missing a rant-o-licious beat, Max turned his attention to her beefcake boyfriend. “And you! How do you stand this harpy? Are you really that stupid? I mean, you do spend more time at the gym than in class. Hell, even when you’re in class, I bet you’re thinking about the goddamn gym. Your entire brain must be devoted to eating, sleeping, and muscle management because it sure as hell can’t handle critical thought. How else could you stomach her constant stream of hate vomit? I am actively offended that you get to graduate. It makes me weep for our education system.”

Chance squinted his eyes, slow to process the insult.

Max drew another breath and pointed at Blake across the table. “Furthermore, why does anyone hang out with this prick? He talks down to you like an arrogant reality show judge. What’s your damage, dude? Trust fund too small for proper friends? Your parents have more money than sense, that’s for damn sure. News flash, a privileged teen driving a Corvette is only cool to other privileged teens. The rest of the world sees you as the douchiest douchebag to ever douche his way out of Douchetown.”

Blake maintained a cold stare, for reasons known only to Blake.

For his final act, Max turned to Megan. “This is all your fault, by the way. Congratulations on assembling perhaps the most useless band of superficial morons the world has ever seen. You’re no angel, but you’re better than this. You’re better than these clowns. And I, for one, refuse to be a part of this pretentious fail circus any longer.” He raised his hands, spun around, and huffed away.

Blake fumed as a hush fell over the table. Startled gazes darted back and forth. After a long, uncomfortable silence, Chance asked the one question on everyone’s mind.

“Like Yoda why he speak?”

 

*   *   *

 

The next morning, Max lay facedown on his sofa when a knock at the door yanked him out of a stupor. Lifting his head off a wet spot of drool, he reached over to the coffee table and tapped his phone. 8:24 a.m., Wednesday. With the effort of a drugged sloth, he hoisted his body off the couch and lumbered towards the back door. After a few languid slaps of the doorknob, he opened it to a concerned Megan.

“Goodness, you look awful.” 

Max confirmed the assertion with a shrug.

“What the hell was that all about?”

“Erin pushed me over the edge. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“Duh, I was there. But why the shutout last night? We could have talked this over.”

“No, no we couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

Max paused to think of a non-Yoda explanation. “It’s complicated.” 

Megan rolled her eyes. “It always is with you. Can I come in?”

Max grunted and returned to his face-planted position on the couch. Megan stepped inside and closed the door behind her. She dropped her purse on the coffee table and took a seat across from Max.

“What is wrong with you?” Megan said, shaking her head. “You have to talk to me, Max. You need to tell me what’s going on.”

Max lay motionless for a brief spell before addressing the cushions. “Erferfer smer ler pershers.”

“Come again?”

Even with his face buried in a couch crack, Max could sense her mounting agitation. He lifted his limp body into a seated position and turned a deflated gaze to Megan. “Everything smells like peaches.”

“What?” Megan cocked her neck. “What are peaches?”

“That.” Max pointed a rigid finger at Megan. “What you just said. That’s what’s wrong.”

Megan folded her arms and gnawed her lip, conveying the sudden apprehension of a Charles Manson parole board. 

“You, and presumably the rest of the world, have no idea what a peach is, but I have eaten peaches all my life. I know what a peach smells like. Here ...” Max grabbed a half-empty mug of stale coffee and held it up to Megan. “What does that smell like?”

Megan took a cautious whiff, never breaking eye contact. “Um, coffee?”

“Nope, smells like fresh peaches.”

“What the hell is a—”

“Peach, yes. A delicious fuzzy fruit. Doesn’t matter. The point is, you don’t know. Nobody knows. But I do. I have always known. I am the only being on the planet that knows what a peach smells and tastes like. Understand?”

Megan pursed her lips and glanced away, as if to plot her escape. “Max, you’re scaring me.”

“So that means one of several things.” Max continued his unhinged assessment without acknowledging her response. “Having no idea what a peach is, you ruled out stroke, so thank you for that. Maybe I’m incapable of smelling in this universe, or better yet, maybe you perceive smell differently and I’m doing it wrong. Maybe you are hyper-sensitive to smell and can sense all sorts of tiny nuances that I can only perceive as peaches.” His hands darted around in a feeble attempt to enhance the narrative. “For that matter, maybe the peach tree died off long ago and nobody remembers. Maybe the peach tree never evolved in the first place. Regardless, I couldn’t talk to you yesterday because your Yoda-speak would have driven me mad.”

Megan’s eyes grew wide as she snatched her purse and stood in a hurry. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Do what?”

“This. Us. Or you, rather. Do you have any idea how crazy you just sounded? You need help, professional help. I love you, Max, but this is too much for me.”

“You’re ... breaking up with me?” Max looked stunned.

Megan sighed. “Yes.”

“But why?”

Megan responded with a bewildered stare. “Seriously? How self-absorbed do you have to be to not get this? You’re talking like a certified lunatic. I can handle quirky, which you most certainly are, but what you just said requires psych meds and a padded room.”

“But—”

“No, Max. I have given you the benefit of the doubt for far too long. You have crapped all over this relationship for the last time. We’re done.”

Megan turned to leave, causing Max to scamper to his feet. A jumbled mess of words filled his mind, but his mouth refused to verbalize such gibberish. He could only whimper and grunt as Megan slammed the door behind her.

“Meow,” Ross said, satisfied with the results.

 

*   *   *

 

“Just look at that,” Perra said as the gaseous dome of Jupiter filled the cockpit viewport. She leaned forward in her chair with mouth agape. “So beautiful.” Sandy browns and creamy yellows poured into the cabin, warming the stark interior. Bands of blue auroras sparkled at the northern pole, eliciting gasps of awe.

“Wow, now that is a massive storm,” Zoey said, pointing to the giant red spot on Jupiter’s surface.

“Such a gorgeous planet, and a breathtaking backdrop for Europa. Can you imagine looking at this vista through the spa ceiling? Unreal.”

A hailing ping echoed around the cabin. Instinct drove Zoey’s hand above her head to press a blinking green light, silencing the pulsing tone. She turned and smiled at Perra, who donned a gleeful expression.

“Speaking of which,” Zoey said. “Time to start our approach.”

Perra folded her hands upon her chest and heaved with anticipation.

“Unidentified vessel,” a metallic voice said from an overhead speaker. “This is the Europa Transport Authority. Please transfer your identification credentials to channel 653.”

“Private vessel class 83A transferring now,” Zoey said with an authoritative tone.

A swift hand tapped across the control panel, opening the requested channel and keying a series of markers. She submitted the data and leaned back in the chair, awaiting a response. Perra knocked her knuckles together and bit her lower lip as Zoey rapped her fingertips upon the armrest. The main engines hummed in the background, serving as a warm blanket of white noise. Moments later, the intercom pinged overhead.

“Identification verified,” the speaker said. “It is an honor to receive you, courier Bryx. Rest assured that your identity will remain hidden during your stay and your vessel will remain under constant surveillance. Our navigation tower has fed the necessary data into your autopilot and we will take it from here. On behalf of the Aquarius Group, we welcome you to Europa.”

“Affirm transmission, and thank you. See you on the ground.”

With a final ping, the dull hum of the engines refilled the cockpit. Zoey and Perra smirked at each other from opposite ends of the control panel. They squealed in delight, leapt from their chairs, and danced around the cabin.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

Over the next several days, Max sulked inside his pillowy fortress of depression. Leaving the couch meant a trip to the kitchen for sustenance or a visit to the bathroom to expel it. With no friends, no girlfriend, and an unsympathetic cat, he saw little reason to engage in any meaningful activity. Even gaming lost its appeal. Slaying digital demons seemed downright stale after surviving a near-death encounter with a carnivorous winged reptile. He just stared at the television for hours on end, awaiting the next unexplained shift in reality.

Thursday tested his will to live. Due to a slight delay in the emergence of popular culture, the people on television, while current and topical, had regressed to the flamboyant attire of the 1980s. The hairstyles alone made one question the wisdom of humanity. Listening to music offered no reprieve, as his collection of modern rock had replaced itself with androgynous hair bands. Max also inspected his closet, a decision he regretted from the second he flipped the light switch. A nauseating assortment of airbrushed t-shirts and high-water pants peaked with the bright orange glow of a Members Only jacket. Needless to say, it was a trying day to be alive.

On Friday, Max awoke to a universe that actually improved his predicament, in a manner of speaking. As a sad sack with depleted energy and an utter indifference to the world, he rather enjoyed a drastic reduction in gravity, resulting in a less rigid form of biological evolution. His boneless body spilled all over the living room floor like a deflated beanbag chair. Having expended his allotment of craps to give, he embraced his gelatinous form without question. The day’s curiosity peaked at wondering how to roll over, but he allowed the mystery to persist until the next bout of sleep consumed him.

Then came Saturday, the day everything changed. 

Max opened his eyes to a strange new world. Still lying on the couch, he stared at a smooth, featureless ceiling that glowed with diffused light. No vents, no bulbs, no smoke detectors, just a clouded plane of backlit plastic. Rotating his head to the side, he studied an assortment of sleek objects scattered around the living room. The sharp lines of brushed metal and chic decor seemed zen-like from any angle. Digital control panels adorned every major surface. Faint indicator lights blinked underneath smooth squares of black glass. He drew a deep breath and savored the cleanest air his lungs had ever tasted. Shifting positions, his bare skin drank an orgasmic blend of fabric covering the couch, prompting gasps and hand stroking that bordered on a creepy furniture fetish. Its earthy brown coloration accented the cool blues and stark grays of the room with artistic precision. As he lifted his weary body to a sitting position, the couch offered its assistance by elevating his flank and lowering his thighs.

“Good morning, Max,” the couch said in a pleasant feminine tone. 

Max flinched and balled his fists for battle. 

“Would you like some fresh coffee?”

“Um ...” Max glanced around the room with a frightened gaze, then answered with a cautious tone. “Y—yes.”

The table hummed for a moment before lifting a silver cup of freshly brewed coffee from a hidden compartment. Max stared at the steaming cup as his eyelids tried their best to blink away the astonishing image. The table itself featured a gorgeous pattern of inlaid wood that meandered beneath a glazed surface. Max followed the pattern down the sides to nonexistent legs. A slow swipe of his foot confirmed that the table hovered in place. He lowered a palm onto the rounded edge and gave it a gentle push, sending it a few inches away. The table floated back into position and seemed to devote special consideration to the full cup of coffee resting on its surface. Max gawked in disbelief.

“Please check the temperature of the coffee to make sure it is to your satisfaction,” the couch said, startling Max to attention.

He looped his fingers through the handle and brought the mug to his lips. A single sip rolled his eyes into the back of his head. Max moaned with pleasure and smacked his lips. “Holy mother of pearl, this is extraordinary. What kind is this?”

“Your usual blend,” the couch said.

“My usual? I must have super expensive tastes in this world.”

“Starbucks is considered an affordable blend.”

“This is Starbucks? Sweet mercy, I can only imagine what the good stuff tastes like.”

The table hummed for a moment, then lifted a silvery shot of steaming nectar.

“Some of the finest Indonesian espresso,” the couch said.

“Wow, this is a literal coffee table.” Max reached for the shot with his free hand. He lifted the brew to his lips, took a delicate sip, and chewed on it like a wine sommelier. After a blissful moment of coffee-infused heaven, he plunked the shot back onto the table. “Now that’s just unfair. That stuff makes this stuff taste like wet dirt.”

“I am sorry you disapprove of your coffee. Shall I make another?”

“No, no, no, it’s fantastic. I’m just disappointed by comparison.”

“I do not understand. I apologize.”

“Don’t worry about it, you did fine. I am very happy with my coffee.”

“I shall do better next time.”

“Seriously, don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re a—a couch. Why am I giving a pep talk to my couch?” Max stood and faced the chatty couch. “Who, or rather what, are you?”

“Me? Are you feeling well, Master?” The couch seemed genuinely concerned.

“Master? I’m your master? That seems a bit overlord-like.”

“I’m Veronica, your house’s operating system.”

“My house’s op—” Max shook his head. “Wait, do you mean to tell me that my house is governed by a system of artificial intelligence?”

“Yes, as always. Are you sure you are feeling well, Master? I can make an appointment with Doctor Anderson if you wish.”

“No, no, that won’t be necessary, but thank you.”

“I will monitor your vitals today just to be sure.”

“Knock yourself out.”

“Pardon? I am not sure I can comply.”

“Nevermind, it was an expression. I meant, do as you wish.”

“Certainly, and it will be my pleasure. And if I might say so, you look very sexy today.”

Max thought for a moment and nodded. “Yeah, that’s something I would program.”

“Meow,” Ross said from across the room.

Max turned to his furry companion, who sat inside a gleaming kitchenette with royal blue paneling. His jaw fell open as he scanned the basement with a slow turn, every surface a pristine plane devoid of dust and grime. The ceiling increased its illumination to a pleasant morning level and shimmered with the natural coloration of a clear sky. Underfoot, a dense, carpet-like material stretched from wall to wall. The animate fabric molded to the delicate contours of his feet, serving as a constant arch support. Clear shelves extended from retractable wall panels, allowing for custom configurations. The mantels supported an array of dramatic sculptures, resinous creations that seemed drawn from the mind of a troubled cyborg. Abstract canvases with bold colorings adorned the walls, all backlit with warm glows. Max understood his own distinct lack of stylistic integrity, so the emergence of a thoughtful interior design caught his brain off guard.

“Meow,” Ross said again, this time with a noticeable level of impatience.

“Um, food, yes,” Max said. He took a few steps towards the kitchenette before a revelation stopped him in his tracks. “Veronica.”

“Yes, Master?”

“Can you feed Ross for me?”

“Right away, sir.”

A floor panel slid open, allowing a fresh bowl of kibble to lift in front of Ross. Without moving a paw, Ross plunked his face into the bowl and crunched his way to happiness.

“Ha!” Max said. “Now that I can get used to.”

Max wandered around the shiny new house trying out various gadgets and gizmos. Glowing panels of holographic info hovered along the walls, serving as direct conduits for useful tidbits. Veronica controlled the overall dissemination of data that kept Max informed and happy, be it weather updates or hilarious viral videos. The bathroom offered the greatest technological bounty, from an automatic laser-guided tooth cleaner to a voice-activated ionic hair styling device. He amused himself by requesting absurd hairstyles, none of which stumped the eager apparatus. It teased his shaggy mop with the machine equivalent of a happy-go-lucky smile, pinging the conclusion of every session with a digital ta-da.

After a soothing and somewhat inappropriate shower, Max entered a pristine closet that featured an impressive selection of synthetic clothes. The entire space seemed to detonate with sharp colors and bold patterns. Having no clue what constituted current trends, he ogled garments like a caveman studying a pair of khakis. The closet responded to voice activation and Max soon found himself decked out in a casual ensemble that Veronica deemed handsome. He buttoned a navy blue shirt with dark gray stitching, slipped into a pair of earthy brown trousers, and dropped his feet into a crazy-comfortable pair of sim-leather boots. A slate gray overshirt completed the ensemble.

Veronica, known as a Personal AI, controlled everything in the house from heating and cooling to ordering groceries. She harnessed a massive worldwide network of information, the Internet, established over 20,000 years ago by a group of network gurus out of Guam. Today, the Internet existed as an all-powerful conglomeration of countless AI technologies, Veronica included. With a simple command, she could brew a pot of coffee using beans that grew two hours earlier in a sustainable cropland on the other side of the planet.

Max returned to the living room and joined Ross on the couch.

“Meow,” Ross said, making fun of Max’s ludicrous attire.

“Why yes, I do look quite dapper,” Max said, adding a wink.

“Yes, you do, Master. You are the sexiest man I know.”

“Meow,” Ross said, conveying his disgust.

Max leaned back into the couch and tossed an arm over the rear cushion. His eyes wandered around the basement like a hotel guest scoring an upgrade. Much to his surprise, the reality shift elicited more curiosity than anxiety. He began to ponder explanations. “Maybe I’m a warlock,” he said to himself. “No, a superhero! Bit by a radioactive time-warped mongoose. Ooo, or a time traveler. Hey Veronica, what year is it?”

“5-622-734.”

“Um, can you be more specific?”

“The year is 734 in the 622nd millennia of the fifth billion-year Earth cycle.”

“What happened to AD and BC?”

“I am not familiar with these terms.”

Max fell into stunned silence as the revelation washed over him. His chin opted to depart his face as an onslaught of tingles filled his stomach. Scooting to the edge of the couch, he lifted open palms into the air. “Now hold on just a minute. You mean to say that ... wow. Um, okay. Veronica ... are you familiar with a fellow named Jesus Christ?”

“No. However, there is a Jesus Christopher that lives in Seattle.”

Max placed a hand over his mouth and fell back into the couch, which responded with a form-fitting recline. “Holy crap, so that’s it.” He stared into the open air with the full weight of awareness. “Ross, this world lacks superstition.”

“Meow,” Ross said, deriding the obvious statement.

“Do you know what this means? There are no churches, no televangelists, no halfwits blocking progress, no door-to-door ninnies hawking their delusions.” Max paused to savor the epiphany. “No priests, no popes, no theocrats, no fish decals, no chocolate bunnies, no ... no Christmas.” Max hated Christmas. The combination of forced interaction and over-the-top consumerism made him want to punch a baby.

“Meow,” Ross said before initiating a lengthy grooming session.

“I have to check this out.” Max searched for the television remote, only to discover the nonexistence of a television. “Veronica, where is my television?”

“I am not familiar with this term.”

“Um, the device that lets me see things like shows and news and such.”

“Do you mean the holographic projection system?”

“Uh ... yes.”

“I can open that for you. What visual entertainment would you enjoy?”

“News, please.”

The open area in front of the couch filled with a three-dimensional photo-real projection of two news anchors discussing the events of the day. His eyes and ears devoured the new world with an intense fascination. After a few minutes of assimilating his new reality, Max came to a rather stunning conclusion. “There’s no bad news. The pundits are speaking with civil tones about good things. Veronica, show me a biased news station.”

“I am unsure of what you mean.”

“You know, a station devoted to bad news or scaring old people.”

“I am not aware of this strategy. News is a public service that is strictly regulated by fairness doctrines. Reporters, by law and the nature of their positions, are required to present pertinent information without the skews of bias.”

“But is there no bad news?”

“Again, I am unsure of what you mean. What you are watching is the news. Should something bad happen that warrants reporting, then it will be reported. Last week, a high-speed maglev train in Denver was delayed for several minutes due to a flock of dodo birds resting on the tracks. That was considered bad news, and it was duly reported.”

Max grinned. “This just keeps getting better and better.”

The broadcast paused for a brief commercial break. A variety of companies advertised their wares without the use of obnoxious music, sexual innuendo, or crass humor. Each and every ad followed a civil formula, presenting digestible information via a neutral-toned representative. A message from a local travel agency rounded out the intermission.

“Warm greetings from the Universal Travel Company,” a saleswoman said. “Are you looking for a little adventure? Perhaps a change of scenery? Why not treat yourself to the many wonders the galaxy has to offer?” A rotating planetary system appeared beside her. “Now offering package rates to Orion’s Belt. Take the entire family to the Tarocar Parks and enjoy the famed Mineral Seas. And for a limited time, take advantage of deep discounts to Centauri Station where you can bask in the warm glows of the Alpha triad. Don’t you deserve a little time away? Book your travel today with UTC, serving you and me.” A pleasant melody ended the commercial, cueing a colorful swipe that resumed the news broadcast.

Max sat motionless as beads of drool accumulated at the base of his gaping mouth. The reporters babbled on about this and that, relegated to a dull background roar. After a huff of stupefaction, Max took a deep breath and reattached his wayward jaw.

“Veronica?”

“Yes, Master?”

“I’m going to need a detailed profile on the Universal Travel Company and a full pot of espresso.”

“Yes sir, right away.”

 

*   *   *

 

Max’s advanced new surroundings came via a simple yet monumental tweak. He had shifted to a world where Ookanook had slapped his brother. To put it another way, Max found himself in a world without religion.

The story of Ookanook is the story of religion itself. About 50,000 years ago, three Neanderthal brothers of the Upper Paleolithic were out hunting caribou. Ookanook had spotted a large herd over a hill and motioned for his two brothers, Erkamek and Puntamey, to join him. With spears at the ready, the three brothers isolated a giant caribou buck. Puntamey hurled his spear, striking the buck in the rear flank. Injured and very angry, the buck charged Puntamey down and buried a sharp antler into his chest, killing him.

That evening, the two brothers grieved for their fallen sibling while their tribe feasted on the flesh of the killer. The family had dug a hole in which to bury Puntamey, as was the custom at the time because nobody wanted to smell a rotting corpse. After lowering the body into the hole, Erkamek laid his brother’s broken spear beside him along with a few of his favorite tools. At that moment, Erkamek and Ookanook had the following conversation.

“Why did you put those there?” Ookanook said.

“So he can use them in the afterlife,” Erkamek said.

“The what?”

“The afterlife. The place you go after this life.”

Ookanook thought for a moment, then turned to Erkamek and slapped him across the cheek. “That is quite possibly the stupidest thing I have ever heard. Those are perfectly good tools down there and a corpse sure as stink doesn’t need them. Now climb your dumbass back down there and retrieve them.”

With a single open-handed palm to the face, Ookanook had snuffed out religion on planet Earth and paved the way for a hyper-advanced global society.

 

*   *   *

 

Thrusters ceased and spun down as the Europa Center dock gripped the small freighter. The ship dropped a few inches into a locked position, causing Perra to stumble and catch herself on a stack of cargo crates. She dropped a pair of sling bags beside the airlock as the indicator light pinged from red to green. The door slid open, revealing a long, clear corridor leading to the Europa Center. A burst of clean, cool air rushed into the vessel, lifting a smile on Perra’s face as she glanced down at a vast sea of jagged glaciers. Deep blue crevasses snaked along the white plains, wrapping the tunnels in ribbons of cobalt reflections. Towering pylons of clear composite supported the massive docking system, falling a hundred meters to the icy surface below.

“We’re clear,” Zoey said, emerging from the cockpit. “Are you ready?”

“Beyond words,” Perra said with a widening grin.

As they turned to exit the ship, they discovered a tall, slender man in a dark gray suit waiting for them just inside the corridor. His icy blue complexion, matching eyes, and cropped white hair complemented the landscape.

“It is a pleasure to greet you, courier Bryx,” the smiling man said.

“You must be Supervisor Lanwei,” Zoey said as they stepped into the corridor.

“In the flesh,” Lanwei said and offered a polite bow.

“This is my companion, Perra.”

“An absolute pleasure,” Lanwei said, reaching out to her with an open palm.

Perra placed her hand into his and received a gentle kiss atop it. She let out a polite snicker. “Pardon my ignorance, but are you Qeenish?”

“Did my lovely blue smile give me away?” Lanwei erupted with a mannered laugh. “I only jest. Yes, madam, I am a Qeen. I am actually a direct descendant of Qeen Lord Jervec who founded the Europa Center. In fact, most of the service staff you will encounter here are at least part Qeenish. The current ownership likes to maintain a certain level of historical authenticity.”

“How very interesting,” Perra said, offering a thoughtful smile.

“And if you would permit me, I am here to escort you both to your VIP suite.”

“VIP suite?” Zoey said, raising an eyebrow. “We did not request one.”

“I am aware, although the owners of this esteemed establishment balked at the thought of someone with your credentials staying in a standard residence. They have provided you with an upgrade free of charge and insisted that we offer you and your radiant guest the first two cycles as complimentary.” A large grin stretched across Lanwei’s face.

“That is most gracious,” Zoey said. “We are humbled by your kind offer, and please pass along our appreciation.”

“Most certainly. Have you any bags? I have secured a hover cart for you.”

“Yes, just the two small bags inside the airlock.”

“Very good.” Lanwei stepped towards the airlock with a shiny hover cart humming behind. He loaded both bags onto the cart and tapped a code into the control panel. The cart pinged in acceptance, secured the bags underneath an energy field, and zipped down the corridor. “Your bags will be secured inside your suite while you enjoy some time exploring the station.”

“Thank you,” Zoey said. “And our ship will stay docked here?”

“Yes. I have received strict instructions that your ship remain attached to the main dock for purposes of ongoing surveillance. You will notice that your vessel occupies the last airlock of a private sector. This area will receive no foot traffic other than your own.”

“Perfect.”

Lanwei nodded. “Now, if you will follow me please.”

The airlock door slid shut as Zoey and Perra walked hand-in-hand behind Supervisor Lanwei, wide-eyed and beaming. Ahead of them, a massive aqua green structure with towering panels and sharp angles seemed to float above the harsh landscape. The shadow of an enormous white support pillar stretched out across the icy surface far below. They passed under a gleaming archway and into a luxurious lobby filled with ice sculptures and extravagant art pieces. High fashion and uniformed service personnel seemed to flow in all directions. The open air of a multi-floored expanse featured numerous shops and restaurants, all with posh exteriors. Perra lifted her gaze and gasped as Jupiter’s monstrous profile poured through the clear ceiling panels.

“Just one more item of business,” Lanwei said as they approached the front desk. He leaned over to one of many receptionists, whispered some instructions, and retrieved a handheld iris scanner. “If you would be so kind as to look at me for a moment.” Lanwei held the device up to Zoey’s eye, resulting in a sharp ping of confirmation, then repeated the process for Perra. “Very good, you are both checked in and are free to wander about.” Lanwei pointed his way through a well-rehearsed introduction. “All suites are located on the third floor. Elevators are behind you. You are staying in VIP Suite #2. The spa and the cluster-famous Astral Tear are at the end of the main corridor in front of you. Please alert any staff member if you need anything at any time. On behalf of everyone here at the Europa Center, we hope you enjoy your stay.” Lanwei’s face stretched into a toothy smile as he bowed once again.

“Thank you, kind sir,” Zoey said, returning a slight bow.

Lanwei turned with a stiff posture and disappeared into a sea of wandering people. Zoey and Perra glanced at each other with pursed smiles.

“So what shall we do first?” Zoey said.

“Need you ask?” Perra locked arms with Zoey. “To the Astral Tear.”

They traded muted squeals and trotted down the main corridor.


 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

 

Max paced around the swank basement. A half-emptied pot of espresso steamed atop the hovering coffee table. Restless fingers highlighted imaginary bullet points as his caffeinated brain built a plan of attack. “Okay, okay,” he said, wagging both index fingers in unison. “I can grab an auto-cab to the maglev train station in downtown Albuquerque. From there, I can hop the Southwestern line to the nearest spaceport, which you tell me is in Houston. That trip will take about 35 minutes.” Max paused and shook his head. “Still melts my brain. Anyway, I should be able to purchase my UTC ticket to Centauri Station on the train, and if all goes well, I can be on a shuttle to the Mars relay port in less than five hours. Does that sound feasible?”

A few seconds of dead silence passed.

“Master,” Veronica said, her tone polite yet worried. “I think this is too hasty of an approach. Would it not be better to plan this out over a few days?”

“No, you don’t understand, it has to be today.”

“But, might I suggest—”

“No, today. I don’t have time to explain.”

“But sir—”

“But nothing!” Max huffed and closed his eyes. 

“Sir?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“It’s okay, Master. I apologize for the provocation.”

“No need. I know this doesn’t make any sense.” Max sighed and glanced around the room. “I don’t expect you to understand. Hell, even I don’t understand. It just has to be today.” He lowered his head and took a deep breath. “All I have ever wanted was a way out. I want out of this life, out of this place, out of society, everything, all of it. I have never fit in. I have never felt welcome or wanted. I have always been the outcast, no matter where I go. I’m that solitary weirdo, the guy nobody feels comfortable around. I am sick of feeling like an alien on my own damn planet.” Max wiped his watering eyes. “I have a rare opportunity to leave it all behind and I do not intend on wasting it, even if it’s only for a day or two.” He stared into the open air while nodding with a slow and assured pace. “I should be able to make it to Mars before I fall asleep. That will be more than enough.”

“But sir, there are other considerations.”

Max snapped out of his trance. “Like what?”

“Bills, for instance. Your current savings will not maintain a household and a trip to Centauri Station.”

“Just charge it to my parents or something.”

“They do not maintain your household.”

“What the f—what? This is my house?”

“Yes. You purchased it three years ago.”

“How? I don’t have any money, or a job for that matter.”

“I do not understand. Your account shows a positive balance and your employer shows an active status.”

“My emp— How is that possible? I have never applied for a job.”

“You obtained your legal adult status at thirteen after completing your primary education. You then obtained gainful employment in your field of study, as most do.”

“I guess I didn’t go to college then.”

“I am not familiar with this term.”

“College. You know, higher education. A fancy place that overcharges you for more learning.”

“I do not understand. Education is free to all as a basic right under the global accord. You have completed your primary education, which grants you access to a career path. You are free to pursue other fields of study at your leisure, which opens additional career paths, as is your right. Charging for knowledge would be a violation of the law and of basic human dignity.”

Max fell into a brief silence. He recalled the time he sat down with a financial aid officer while planning for college. His parents, despite earning respectable salaries, could not afford the exorbitant tuition costs. The officer pushed his products like a used car salesman, using flawed logic and pressure tactics. He even copped an attitude at one point, as if holding the keys to a happy life. Knowing that school loans lingered like a financial noose, even after bankruptcy, it rubbed Max the wrong way. “Prick.”

“I am sorry if I offended you, Master.”

“No, not you, sorry.” He cleared his throat. “So what is my career?”

“You have worked as a game designer for three years.”

Max smirked. “Of course I do. And based on this sweet pad, I must be a genius designer with an impeccable reputation.”

“You are ranked as a competent designer with average intelligence. This domicile meets the requirements of an entry-level home.”

Max scowled at the nearest control panel. “Ever heard of subtlety?”

“Subtlety, noun, defined as—”

“Stop. It was a joke.”

“And a cracking joke it was, Master.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Okay, enough of this, back to the matter at hand.” 

“Yes, Master.”

He tapped his chin and thought for a moment. “For the time being, can you shut down anything non-critical in order to save money?”

“Sure. And if you like, I can place your citizenry on an indefinite hold until you return. You will retain everything as is, including your residence and professional status. I can manage your estate in your absence.”

“Wow, that’s generous.”

“It is your right as a naturalized citizen of Earth.”

Max chuckled. “This really is an awesome world.”

“However, should you remain off-planet for a period longer than your life expectancy, then your personal effects will be transferred to a next of kin and your property will be made available for auction.”

“Fair enough, I guess. What’s my life expectancy?”

“The average human lifespan is 220 years.”

Max dry heaved. “What?! Seriously?”

“As serious as a stroke, assuming you don’t have one.”

“Well slap my ass and praise modern medicine.”

“I’m sorry, I cannot comply. I can, however, put you in contact with a local dominatrix.” 

“Uh ...”

A few awkward moments passed.

“One more thing, sir, we need to seek accommodations for Ross.”

“Meow,” Ross said, irritated that it took this long to consider his needs.

“Damn, that’s right. Um ...” Max paced around the living room with both hands atop his head, trying to will a solution from thin air. “What do most people do?”

“Many people hire a long-term pet sitter, which you cannot afford. Some place their pets in extended boarding facilities, which you cannot afford. There are also robotic assistants, which you really cannot afford. Fortunately, the UTC does allow travelers to bring their pets with them for a small fee.”

Max clapped his hands. “Done! Let’s do that. Ross, you’re coming with me to Mars.”

“Meow,” Ross said in protest.

“However, I must inform—”

“No time, we have a plan, let’s get a move on.” Max darted into the bedroom to gather essentials. After spinning around with no discernible strategy, he stopped, refocused, then proceeded to the closet. He nabbed a backpack and rummaged through drawers and hangers for a few changes of clothes. “Veronica, call a ride for me.”

“Right away, sir.”

Max zipped up a small pile of stylistic nonsense, slung the pack over his shoulder, and ran into the bathroom.

“The auto-cab will be here in five minutes.”

“Thank you, Vee.” He grabbed some important-looking grooming tools and stuffed them into a side pocket. “What else do I need for a trip like this? Money? Keys? Wallet?”

“I am not familiar with these terms.”

“Oh, um, how do I pay for things and how do I get into my house?”

“Your credit account and property access are controlled via retinal scan.”

“Well okay then.” Max nodded and jogged back to the living room. “Ah yes, Ross. I need a carrier for Ross.”

“Meow,” Ross said from inside a sleek carrier beside the door.

“I have already seen to him,” Veronica said with an uptick of satisfaction.

“Excellent. Does he have all his shots and travel papers?”

“I am not familiar with these terms.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Does he need anything in order to travel?”

“No. But, there is a necessary protocol.”

“No time, I’ll figure it out when I get there.” Max chugged the last half of the espresso and plunked the empty pot onto the coffee table. “Can I get one of those to go?”

“Certainly.”

The table hummed for a few seconds before expelling a cup of steaming espresso in a cool-grip travel container. “Perfect. Oh, phone, I need my phone.”

“Your communications device is on your bedside table.”

Max raced into the bedroom, scooped the comdev from the table, and slipped it into his pocket. Rushing back to the living room, he swiped the espresso from the coffee table and snatched Ross’s carrier.

“Meow,” Ross said, annoyed by the sudden jolt.

The auto-cab’s arrival pinged overhead.

“Your auto-cab is here, Master. Please have a safe trip.”

“Thank you so much, Veronica. You have been a huge help, you sexy devil.”

Veronica let out a shy giggle. “If you need anything, do not hesitate to contact me.”

“Will do, my sweet.”

“Meow,” Ross said, disgusted by the sentiment.

Max opened the door, slipped outside, and slammed it shut. Moments later, the door chimed and reopened. Max leaned his head inside the doorframe.

“Okay, the retina thing is really cool,” Max said in a hurried voice. “But, there’s nobody driving the cab.”

“That is why they call it an auto-cab,” Veronica said with a hint of sarcasm.

“Oh.” Max grimaced and bowed his head. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Ross, please look after him.”

“Meow,” Ross said as the door closed.

 

*   *   *

 

Inside the Astral Tear, Zoey and Perra awaited their first glasses of authentic Europan water, fresh from the source. The famous water bar sat atop the upper tier of the Europa Center. Its immense dome ceiling offered an unobstructed view of Jupiter’s colorful mosaic. Strips of beige, coupled with the churning red eye, bathed the bar in earthy tones. Perra surveyed the room with a slow visual sweep, studying its unique circular architecture. An enticing collection of deep blue furniture with silvery accents rested atop a bright white floor. Every object radiated opulence, from the plush booths to the angular bar. Ice sculptures backlit with aqua green lights shed droplets of sparkling water. Waitstaff in dark gray attire glided around the room as they tended to posh patrons. A charming playlist of soft jazz completed an aura of luxurious comfort. As fortuitous VIP guests, Zoey and Perra enjoyed an elevated booth overlooking the stark Europan landscape.

“I am the luckiest girl in the ‘verse,” Perra said, looking out over the arctic canvas. She reached across the cloudy white table and took Zoey’s hand into her own. “What did I ever do to find someone like you?”

“You were just being you.” Zoey stretched her lips into a doting smile. “I could not help but fall in love with you.” She squeezed Perra’s hand and lifted it for a gentle kiss.

“You know, being here makes me wonder what our families are doing right now.”

“Psh, who knows, probably complaining about the Korogars.”

“And here we sit, masters of the universe, far, far away from that cesspool of a planet.”

“Cheers to that.”

They clinked their glasses of complimentary surface melt.

 

*   *   *

 

The Mulgawat planet of Ursa Major spawned a variety of curious creatures, including the Mulgawat humanoids to which Zoey and Perra belonged. The planet, one of seven, revolved around a yellow dwarf star similar to Earth’s Sun. The innermost five were rocky planets with Mulgawat and Korogar in fourth and fifth positions.

As sibling planets, they shared a wealth of similarities. Both spawned complex life forms that included sentient humanoids and both reached the technological capacity of space travel at nearly the same time, a feat so improbable that stories of their mutual discoveries had become legend throughout the supercluster. One popular tale involved two exploration teams, one from Mulgawat and the other from Korogar, who passed each other in space on their ways to explore each other’s planet. According to folklore, they offered each other signs of peace, but unknowingly threw signs of vulgar disrespect in the opposing culture. This unfortunate lost-in-translation moment ignited an epic feud that lasted for eons, or so the legend goes.

Each civilization fed their population a constant stream of nasty propaganda, erecting an impassible virtual wall of disgust. They threatened each other with wars that never materialized. The two planets bickered over the fence like elderly neighbors battling over differing political views. Hundreds of generations quibbled and quarreled before reaching a lasting accord, coming via the simultaneous emergence of two opposing peacemakers. As the societies merged, a move hailed by progressives and reviled by traditionalists, most citizens retained the positives while dispensing with the negatives. As a result, Korish became the preferred language of both worlds. Mulgic, with a high-pitched nasal whine similar to a New York trophy wife, sent countless Korogars into involuntary seizures. Food became Mulgawat’s lasting contribution to Korogar. Before the unification, Korogar ranked third for the worst food in the Virgo Supercluster, just behind England and the Death Pits of Goromesh.

Zoey and Perra grew up on Mulgawat, a world similar to Earth in terms of size, composition, gravity, and orbital cycle. It contained an abundance of nitrogen, oxygen, and liquid water. Ergo, its colorful creatures evolved in a similar fashion. The Mulgawats mirrored Earthlings with a few notable differences, the most obvious being skin color. Due to a veritable cornucopia of orange produce, the Mulgawats developed an orange pigmentation in various shades of pleasantry. Zoey’s sunburst complexion stood in contrast to Perra’s creamy tone. Most Mulgawats carried lighter hues on the face that deepened around the neck and hairline. Their limbs, bones, hair, and muscle structures also mirrored Earthlings. Other notable differences included curvaceous brows, prominent eyes, dark blue lips, and matte blue scales that covered the upper arms, shoulders, and portions of the neck.

Zoey and Perra met each other in the Mulgawat equivalent of college and fell in love with each other’s complete hatred of Mulgawat. After graduation, they bid farewell to their families and hopped a shuttle to the next galactic quadrant, never to return. Zoey’s advanced degree in volatile dance allowed her to work as a zero-gravity cage fighter. (Mulgawats were well-known for their resilience.) While Zoey fought dupes for credits, Perra applied her engineering degree at an exotic vessel repair port, cementing her status as a gifted mechanic. Zoey’s reputation as a fierce yet sophisticated fighter earned her an invitation to work at the renowned Precious Cargo Delivery Service, a parcel company specializing in the transportation of high-value, high-target objects. Paired with her talented grease monkey lover, Zoey climbed the ranks to become one of the most feared and respected couriers in the business. As they said, The Omen cometh.

 

*   *   *

 

“Good evening madams,” a swanky waiter said as he glided up to the booth.

“And a very good evening it is,” Perra said.

“A bottle of our finest oceanic water from the northern pole region.” The waiter rested the deep blue bottle atop his sleeve with its white label facing up. “My personal favorite.” 

Zoey examined the bottle and offered a slight nod of approval. With a deft hand, the waiter poured a dollop of water into each of two crystal flute glasses, then lowered the bottle onto a silvery plate in the center of the table. 

“Enjoy, madams. My name is Neroci. Please beckon me if you need further assistance.”

“Thank you, Neroci,” Zoey said.

The waiter bowed and floated away from the booth.

Perra lifted her glass and studied the liquid inside. “I cannot believe that I am actually holding this.”

“A toast,” Zoey said, lifting her glass. “To us.”

“To a wonderful life together.”

They clinked glasses and traded refined smiles.

With a delicate tip of her glass, Perra poured a small amount of Europan water into her mouth. After a moment of contemplation, her taste buds secured their prize. Her eyes closed under the weight of pure bliss, allowing a groan of pleasure to rumble inside her chest. A gasp of satisfaction escaped her lungs before returning the glass to the table. Zoey, sporting a sensuous smile after her own first sip, held the rim of her glass just beneath her nose.

“Superb would be an understatement,” Perra said. “The bar for pleasure has just been raised to an unreasonable height. Looks like we have to move here now.”

They shared a muted laugh.

“What is that aroma?” Zoey said, savoring a series of long inhales. “It reminds me of ... sweet barron fruit, ripe sting weed, a little bit of thannon hock ... mmm.”

Perra lifted the bottle and studied the rear label. “Okay, it says here that Europa’s northern pole oceanic water owes its unique flavor to hundreds of species of probiotic bacteria. Hmm, that’s a fun fact. The bacteria aggressively filter their habitat, removing any foreign contaminant, even inert soil. The resulting cocktail of purified water and probiotic organisms creates an astonishing level of cleanliness. The bacteria themselves carry a pleasant taste signature, often described as the essence of light-skinned fruit, similar to ripe pears, fresh green apples, and table grapes. Whatever those are, they sound delicious.”

“Wow, impressive.” Zoey took another sensual sip.

“Oh, and listen to this. The bacteria perform their remarkable feat only in the dark reaches of Europa’s subterranean oceans. For reasons still unknown, the bacteria will not perform if removed from the moon’s interior.”

“No wonder this place is so exclusive.”

Neroci returned holding a small white plate filled with tiny black pearls. With a gracious presentation, he lowered the plate to the center of the table and placed two small silver spoons on either side. “Some of Earth’s finest Caspian beluga caviar, compliments of the gentleman at the end of the bar.”

“Oh my,” Perra said with a breathy exhale.

“Well there’s a guy deceived by his own desire,” Zoey said, igniting a polite chuckle between her and Perra. 

Neroci grinned without moving a single non-grinning muscle.

Zoey nodded with grace. “Please thank him anyway and gift him any drink on us.”

“Very well, madam.” He bowed and whisked away.

They filled each spoon with a small amount of black gold and clinked the edges together.

“Cheers, part two,” Zoey said. 

Perra grinned as they slipped the pricy caviar onto their tongues. Moans of pleasure spilled from the booth, followed by fluttering breaths and twitching eyelids.

“I think you’re right,” Zoey said. “Let’s start looking at Europa real estate.”

They snickered with delight and batted eyes at each other.

“So why respond to that guy with a drink?” Perra said. “Won’t that give him the wrong impression?”

“No, it gives exactly the right impression. Acceptance without return is acceptance. Rejection with or without return is rejection. Acceptance with return is disinterested appreciation.”

The angle of their booth gave Perra a peripheral view of the bar. She scanned the long stretch of glassy stools, eyeing each patron before settling upon a gallant gentleman at the end. He wore a silken black blazer atop a stony gray dress shirt and matching slacks. Polished crimson boots reflected streaks of red across the aqua blue pillars beneath the bar. His leafy green skin, speckled neck, and cropped yellow hair seemed secondary to his haunting sapphire eyes, the very eyes that stared back at Perra. He gave a slight nod. Perra returned the gesture with a polite wave.

“He seems like a pleasant fellow,” Perra said. “Quite dapper.”

Zoey turned to send her kind greetings, only to have the appreciation stripped from her face. The man stared her down with an obvious contempt, his eyes piercing hers through a meaty brow. Zoey swung her gaze back to the table. “Shit.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

 

The auto-cab ride to the train station uncovered an exotic selection of modern, angular homes with spotless exteriors and flawless landscapes. Teams of autonomous robots managed gardens and tended to pristine parks, each color-coordinated to denote their current assignments. Some even waved as Max passed by. A flock of personal conveyance vehicles, like the auto-cab he occupied, glided in perfect silence upon strips of magnetic pavement. Transit shuttles resembling silvery cigars sailed overhead, delivering who knows whom to who knows where. Max squinted at the approaching city center, as if gazing upon a mirage. Albuquerque’s dingy downtown had repainted itself with an immaculate brush. Tidy streets with artistic virtue lifted walls of glass that glistened in the sunlight. For once, the city seemed proud to be itself.

The auto-cab swerved into a large roundabout and slowed to a stop in front of the train station entrance. The passenger door slid open, filling the cabin with a gentle, odorless breeze. The auto-cab AI, a pleasant chap named Kevin, bid Max a courteous farewell. With backpack in one hand and Ross in the other, Max stepped outside onto the bustling sidewalk. The deafening silence made its presence known, even while standing in front of a busy train station in the middle of downtown. The auto-cab floated away, leaving Max to contemplate the eerie absence of everyday annoyances. No rumbling engines, no blasting horns, no rubber tires thumping pavement, just the dull murmurs of pattering feet and cordial conversation.

Max absorbed his polished new reality with an intense fascination, turning him into a walking irritation. His beguiled brain locked onto every new item it encountered. Before long, he embodied the wandering do-nothing with no consideration for his immediate environment (also known as an inconsiderate jackass). Even before setting foot on the train, he managed to alienate every person within a 10-foot radius. He held up long lines with idiotic questions, stopped in the middle of busy walkways to check his comdev, and pestered strangers for obvious directions that one could obtain by looking at the nearest blinking sign. Despite his boorish approach, he managed to catch the Southwestern maglev train bound for the Houston Spaceport.

The blurred Texas landscape zipped by Max’s window. Thin strips of brown and green flickered over each other like a glitched television screen. Distant clouds and structures soldiered across the horizon as if a mere stone’s throw away. Every few minutes, Max gripped fixtures inside the train in order to reaffirm the sensation of motion. At the halfway mark, he attempted to purchase a spaceport ticket via his comdev. The bumbling effort, like a toddler trying to order cable service, earned a chorus of sighs and annoyed glances from his fellow travelers. His overstimulated gray matter declared the task futile and powered down for some much-needed rest and relaxation, leaving Max to gawk the passing landscape.

34 minutes into a 35-minute trip, a hollow ping sounded overhead, followed by the pleasant voice of the train’s AI operator. “We will arrive at the Houston Spaceport in one minute. Please gather your belongings and prepare to exit the train. We hope you enjoyed the trip and wish you the very best as you venture to your final destination.”

“Meow,” Ross said from the carrier in Max’s lap.

“We’re almost there, buddy. Hang tight.”

As the train decelerated, Houston’s skyline came into a non-blurred view. Massive shimmering skyscrapers filled the window, many over a hundred stories tall. An intricate network of sky bridges connected the buildings at random intervals, creating an enormous metallic web. A constant stream of commuter shuttles passed in between the structures, servicing the towering pillars of commerce. The faces of countless residents came into focus as the train slowed to a stop. Elegant suits and cutting edge fashion mingled upon a maze of seamless walkways. Hover carts and robotic assistants followed their owners in and out of boutiques. Automated machines with spidery appendages scrubbed external surfaces and pruned beds of foliage. With his eyes fixated on the churning cityscape, Max failed to notice that most of the train passengers had exited.
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