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        We were wrong to suffer them to exist for so long.

        They are dangerous. They must be controlled.

        We have been controlling them. It has not worked well.

        But they are as we were. They have potential.

        They must be destroyed.

        No, he must be destroyed. Kill the one who learned.

        How? There is nothing we can do that he cannot.

        We must act.

        We must not act.
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      “This just arrived for you, sir.” 

      Captain Jo Taylor had been on her way to the bridge. She stopped and faced the ensign who had called out to her. The young woman didn’t meet her eyes—didn’t dare—which Jo understood but didn’t like. The ensign held out a small package which Jo received, head cocked. She looked at the tracking code, and her eyebrows raised. Central Command on Devonshire Base to Shams Outpost, then by courier drone to the Talon. Jo looked at the young ensign and nodded her thanks. “Duly delivered, Ensign. On your way.”

      “Yes sir,” the ensign smiled her relief and almost ran down the cramped corridor of the battle cruiser. 

      Jo tucked the package under her arm and continued her journey. Stepping onto the bridge, she hesitated as everyone stood. “Captain on deck,” Shell Ditka shouted. 

      “As you were,” Jo said. Her B-team commander vacated the captain’s chair and stood by at parade rest.

      “You are relieved for the day, Mr. Bourgeois,” Jo said. 

      “Thank you, sir.” Bourgeois’ face was unreadable. 

      Jo scowled at him. Sometimes she hated military formality. “Got any plans?”

      “I plan to continue my study of the logs of the Eisenhower sir. I hope to have a report for you by this time tomorrow.”

      “Excellent,” Jo said. “But I also need you rested. By all means, spend an hour on your report, but…don’t spend more than that. Do something fun. That’s an order.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Get out of here.” She waved toward the door.

      “Yes sir.”

      She surveyed her prime crew, all of them in their places, all of them rested and ready. A vast starfield filled the main viewer, motion detectable only at the outer edges of the screen. A sense of order and rightness washed over her and she stood a little straighter. She was about to sit down, but then remembered the package under her arm. “I’ll be in my ready room, Mr. Liebert. You have the conn.”

      “Aye sir,” Liebert said, smiling but not looking at her. 

      Jo stepped into the small room that was her on-duty sanctuary. She pulled at a red poly tab and peeled the lid off the package. Then she cocked her head again as a furry green plush toy fell out of it, landing with a slight bounce on the table. 

      Jo picked it up and turned it over. A stuffed animal? Who in the world would send me a stuffed animal? Then she saw that actually it was a stuffed vegetable. Jo raised one eyebrow as she held it aloft by one tiny arm. It was, in fact, a peapod, about twenty-five centimeters long, forest green, with large goofy eyes and a sewn-in smile. There were also two biologically incorrect arms with white-gloved hands emerging from the middle of the pod. 

      A note had also fallen out. She picked it up and read it. 

      
        
        Sweet Pea,

        Don’t forget to do something out of the ordinary on your birthday.

        Love, 

        Grandma Taylor

        

      

      Jo smiled. Her paternal grandmother had called her “sweet pea” since she was a little girl, and never stopped, even after she joined the military, after graduating from officer’s academy with honors, after rising up through the ranks. To Granny Taylor, Jo would always be a little girl in pigtails, her sweet pea. In a life that required her to constantly be so hard, having that touch of softness was a welcome respite.

      She tucked the poly tab in the box and set it aside. She sat in one of the chairs and tried to make the plush toy sit up. Surprisingly, she found it had a little pocket of beads sewn into its veggie derriere, and it sat up quite handily.  Jo glanced at the plushy peapod. Her grandmother was the only family she had left, and practically the only family she’d ever had. Keeping her safe had been a large part of why Jo had joined the military in the first place, putting herself on the line to stand between her and the Authority, keeping the wolves far away from hearth and home.

      As she was discovering, there was no shortage of wolves. She strode back onto the bridge. “Reports, Mr. Liebert?”

      “All in, sir.”

      “Can you give me a summary?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary, sir.”

      Now it was the waiting. Since the Battle of Aken, the Authority had withdrawn—presumably to lick their wounds. That was fine with Jo, but she knew it would be a temporary reprieve. The Authority was not going to back off just because some rookie female captain had handed them their asses. They would regroup and be back with a vengeance. Jo had no doubt of that.

      In the meantime, she was not sorry to be given a more pedestrian assignment. There had been a slew of pirate attacks on merchant vessels near neutral space, and they had been assigned a caravan to escort. Jo knew very well she was no slouch in battle, but she didn’t relish the danger. She could get used to assignments like this. 

      She went to the wall dispensary and punched in the code for Mayan hot chocolate, adding the rider for extra cayenne pepper. She carried it back to her command chair and set it in the shallow well that would keep it from spilling should they hit any minor turbulence. 

      She looked up and accessed her neural, calling down the reports, and began to go through them methodically. They were routine, and all seemed in good shape, and her mind quickly wandered. 

      She thought about Captain Telouse. He had been kind to her. She flashed on the image of his corpse lying side-by-side with dead Authority police, and a knot twisted up in her gut.

      She’d been pressed into command duty before she’d gotten a chance to figure out who killed him or why. The Captain had said they were there to meet a contact—an old flame of his, as she understood it. And they were there on RFC orders…or at least with permission. Well, which was it? 

      I’m the captain now, she thought. Jacques is dead. His records are no longer privileged.

      She looked up and blinked, navigating on her neural to the captain’s command communications. She’d start there and then move on to his personal log. No one on the bridge would know she was doing anything but reading reports, if they cared. The only one who might discover what she was accessing was Liebert, and she didn’t need to explain herself to him. And even if she did…her crew would understand. Everyone had been fond of Captain Telouse—everyone but Shallit, and Shallit was nothing but an icy-cold gas bag floating somewhere in deep space thirty-two parsecs away.

      She saw a blinking blue light in her peripheral vision, and looked up to access the new message. It was another birthday greeting—this one from Palamar. She had known Palamar since her academy days. On the one hand, he was a creepy old man who kept his formidable secrets a little too close to his vest. On the other hand, he was funny, avuncular, and one of her oldest friends.

      “I have an errand to run,” Jo said. “Mr. Chi, you have the conn.”

      Jo made her way to supply, where Palamar served as senior boatswain in charge of supplies. As soon as she stepped through the door of his office, the old man brightened, and whatever dark cloud had been hovering over him disappeared. “Out, everyone, out. The birthday girl is here.”

      There were two ensigns standing in front of his desk with datapads. Both were hesitant to leave—Jo surmised that it was because they had not yet gotten what they needed from Supply. She hated to interrupt them—they were, after all, working for her.

      “Please take five,” she assured them, looking them each in the eye in turn and touching their shoulders. “You’ll still get what you need.”

      Both uttered some form of “Yes sir” and scuttled from the room.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure, Sunshine?” Palamar stretched his arms to their full length and then put them behind his head.

      “I hear you have a surprise for me,” she said.

      “Surprising you is one of my chief joys in life.”

      “Got that right,” she sat and rocked side to side in the swiveling chair.

      Palamar opened a drawer in his desk and took out a box. There was no ornamental wrapping, just a loosely-tied tangle of red poly, obviously left over from some kind of packaging.

      “You suck at the gift-wrapping thing. You know that, right?”

      “Just open it.”

      She tugged at the poly, but it pretty much just fell off of its own accord. Jo opened the box and pulled forth an old-fashioned bottle.

      “What is this?”

      “Whisky. Single malt scotch. Glenfiddich Albert Miser Reserve, 2137. This baby trades for about 14,000 chits.”

      “What the fuck, Palamar? How did you get this?”

      “Ah…” he scratched at his head. “Let’s say it was tangled up in another deal and there’s no way I can ever move it without getting in legal trouble. More than that you don’t need to know.”

      “Uh-huh. So basically, you just want me to drink your evidence.”

      “It’s the best damn contraband you’ll ever put to your lips, I can promise you that.”

      Jo cocked her head. “Hey, Palamar, what do you know about Admiral Alinto?”

      “Ah…your new boss. Trying to figure her out?”

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      “Well, let’s see.” He looked up, as if he were accessing his neural, but he seemed to just be thinking. “The word is, she’s an eccentric. When she warms up to you, she gets kind of familiar—but don’t let it fool you. She’s tough as nails and sharp as a diamond. But she does go out of her way for the human touch, especially when she’s giving orders. At least…that’s what I’ve heard.” He leaned in. “But I hear a lot. Most of it’s right.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Hey, the whiskey was a gift, the intel is going to cost you.”

      “Like hell.” She laughed. “I don’t know what to do with you, Palamar. I don’t know whether to kiss you or throw you into the brig.”

      He smiled at her and reached for the bottle. He cracked the wax seal and pulled two glasses from his desk. “I prefer the kiss, in case you’re wondering.”

      “Will you ever fucking grow up?”

      He poured two fingers and slid it to her. Then he poured one for himself. “There are two things about me that are immutable,” he said.

      She sipped from her glass and her eyes went wide. Her mouth exploded with smoky complexity and water came to her eyes. She wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve and set the glass down as if it were an explosive device. “Oh, yeah?” she asked, trying not to cough. “What are those?”

      “I will do anything for a chit, and I am always on your side.”
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      Jeff rounded the corner, then hugged the wall of the mall corridor. That, he told himself, was hard. 

      He and his crew had escaped Sol Station, only to be nearly killed on their way to neutral space. Murdered, he corrected himself. But none of that seemed as difficult as what he had just done. He had told his crew—and his girlfriend, Emma—that he was going his own way. Temporarily, he had said, but that hadn’t made it any easier. None of them had been happy about it. And Emma—

      Emma stepped around the corner and crossed her arms. “Thought you’d just slip away between courses, did you?” She leveled a gaze at him that could atomize planets.

      Jeff looked around for an escape route. There were plenty, but unless he wanted to be seen being chased by a woman scorned… He looked at his shoes. “I thought it would be easiest.”

      “It’s certainly the most cowardly.” She was rock-solid, her gaze unwavering. Jeff could almost feel the heat radiating from her angry core.

      “I’m trying to protect you,” he said, but couldn’t bring himself to meet her eyes as he said it. 

      “Uh-huh. By leaving us alone and vulnerable in an unfamiliar universe. The logic of that is impeccable.”

      Jeff could feel himself about to sweat. A trio of young people—engineers, from the look of their uniforms—approached and passed, talking to one another in gregarious, animated tones. Jeff waited until they were past earshot. “I’m…I have to—”

      “You have to go to her. I know.”

      “I have to find the shaman.”

      Emma jerked back slightly. He had surprised her. He’d almost confessed it to the whole crew but didn’t want to try to explain. But Emma knew about the little man from Peru. He saw that he’d caught her off guard, so he pressed his point. “I can’t explain why it’s important…I just know that it is.”

      “So, let me get this straight: You’re suddenly feeling your metaphysical oats, so chasing after some guru is more important than making sure your crew—whom you brought from another universe, remember—is safe and gainfully employed?”

      Well, since you put it like that, Jeff thought. He didn’t know how to answer her. “Emma, I know how it looks. This isn’t about personal fulfillment. My gut tells me he knows something. Something…vital. Something we need to know.”

      “Then why is he playing cat-and-mouse? Why not just come to you and tell you?”

      Jeff looked away again. “I don’t know that.” A thought struck him. “Maybe seeking is part of the finding.”

      “See there? That’s what I hate about metaphysics. Nonsense.”

      “Emma, I have to go. You have to…let me go.” He finally looked up at her.

      Fire flashed in her eyes. “I can’t stop you. I know that. Even Nira can’t stop you, and she would if she could. Did you see her, by the way? She’s crushed. Not just at your abandonment, but by the weight of responsibility. It’s all falling on her shoulders now. She’s a stormy little raincloud back there. On the surface she’s studying the dessert menu, but on the inside she’s about ready to kick someone’s throat in. Preferably yours.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “It would provide a great deal of momentary satisfaction, yes it would,” she agreed. Her arms were still crossed over her breasts, like battle armor. 

      “I’m sorry,” Jeff said, looking her in the eye. He hoped she would see his sincerity.

      “No, you’re not,” she said, speaking the truth of it. Her eye pierced him, deep, pinning him to his place like a butterfly on a spreading board. “But I’ll tell you what you are…”

      Here it comes, he steeled himself. 

      “You don’t trust anyone but yourself. Hell, I don’t know if you even trust yourself, but you sure as hell don’t trust anyone else.”

      “That’s not true. I don’t want to endanger them any further—”

      “That’s such utter bullshit. Listen to yourself. Sticking together is the safest thing we can do. Throwing us to the four winds—”

      “I’m not throwing you—”

      “Shut the fuck up, I’m not finished.”

      Jeff shut up.

      “Throwing us to the four winds is the most selfish, irresponsible act I can imagine right now. You want to go see your shaman? Fine. Let’s all go. Maybe we can all benefit from a bit of his ego-transcending enlightenment crap. I’m game! But you can’t handle that, because you have to be the tough guy who goes it alone—”

      “That’s not fair—”

      “You’re damn right it’s not fair!”

      Emma was yelling now, and other pedestrians were starting to stare at them as they passed in the hall. She looked at the floor, hugged herself and waited for her passion to die down a bit. Then she resumed, at a lower decibel. “We are not expendable,” she said. “We’re your team. You need us as much as we need you.”

      Jeff couldn’t hear any more. Inside, he fought back against her reasoning. He felt himself starting to panic. He was sweating now. His own anger was rising, and he knew if he endured any more, he’d lash out. That would be bad. He breathed deeply a few times, stilling his mind, willing himself to be calm. He met her eyes and gave her a sad smile. Then he kissed her cheek. Then he walked away.

      “Asshole!” she shouted after him.

      He kept walking. 

      “You coward!” she yelled. People were staring again.

      He kept walking, ignoring the eyes following him from all sides of the mall corridor.

      “Fuck you! Fuck fuck fuck—fuck you!” she shouted again. He cringed. He’d rather face a battlefield filled with alien hostiles than an angry woman of Emma’s caliber. He couldn’t dismiss her—she was smarter than he was. He couldn’t argue with her—she was more articulate than he was. The only thing he could do was escape her. 

      “Goodbye, Emma,” he said out loud, although no one could hear it. His gut churned with the incompleteness of it all, the accusations, the betrayal. “What a royal fucking mess,” he said out loud, but whether he was referring to the situation or himself he wasn’t completely sure. 
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      Danny perched on a stool at a small and awkwardly tall table in the back of the bar, sipping unenthusiastically on the worst sazerac he had ever tasted. That it was terrible didn’t surprise him; what did was that a sleazy dive like this one had absinthe at all.  It didn’t really matter though, as he wasn’t there to drink.

      The bartender had directed him to the table in back, saying that his contact would meet him there when she arrived. This also surprised Danny. Flynn hadn’t said anything about his contact being a woman. It seemed unlikely, considering the nature of the business he was soliciting.  He kept watch on the door, taking stock of each new customer who wandered in. They were typical clientele for a dive bar in the grimy lower decks—cargo handlers, mechanics, and other laborer types—probably just off a shift on the docks.

      Then she walked in, at first just a silhouette against the smoky glow of the promenade outside. She couldn’t have been more out of place if she had three heads. Easily the tallest woman Danny had ever seen, ducking slightly as she came through the doorway, long slender legs gliding beneath a calf length sack dress. Her long blonde hair shimmered in the few lights that hung from the ceiling as she walked with the elegance of a runway model toward the bar. Her small but perky breasts jiggled freely under her dress.

      It couldn’t be, I’m not that lucky, Danny thought. But the day was full of surprises. She inclined her head slightly as she talked to the bartender, then he pointed directly at Danny. She turned to follow his finger, then began striding directly toward him. Danny smiled.

      She paused at the table, towering over Danny. She had to be at least seven feet tall. The height of the table suddenly made sense. He could also now see that she wasn’t human. Her skin looked smooth, hard like a shell, and was a pale mint green. Her eyes were almost comically oversized, like a cartoon version of a sexy woman, white saucers with a black dot like an iris, but which appeared to be painted on the surface. Below that, her lower face, with a tiny nose and full red lips, appeared to be some kind of a mask.

      “Well aren’t you a tall drink of water…” Danny said, leering.

      She stared back at him a moment, showing no emotion, then the mouth on the mask began to move. “No, I am quite solid,” she said in a clear, almost musical voice with just a hint of smoky raspiness that Danny found very nice. “I am Amberline, and I was told you wish to discuss business.”

      Danny watched the plump lips move, mesmerized. He didn’t care if they weren’t real, he was already imagining them wrapped around his cock. “I can think of many kinds of business we should discuss.” Was she ignoring the innuendo, or did she not get it? Either way, she gave no response, simply standing motionless. He gestured to the stool next to her. “Have a seat.”

      “I prefer to stand.”

      Danny shrugged. He didn’t really care either way, and with her standing, her protruding nipples were right at his eye level, which was just fine with him. “Are you sure you are the, uh, person I’m supposed to meet? I’m looking for someone to do some work for me, and it could be a bit…rough.”

      She nodded slightly. “Yes, I am here to arrange contract services. I was told you need someone who is not concerned with the legality of the work done.”

      “That’s a good way to put it.” He tore his eyes away from her tits and stared into her unblinking eyes. It seemed unlikely she was working for the cops, local or otherwise. He usually had a pretty good sense of whether someone was square or not, and he decided to go for it. “I need two people tailed. I want someone watching them at all times, and I want updates as to where they are. They are currently in Authority custody, but should be released any minute now.”

      Amberline nodded. “Understood. That doesn’t sound as challenging as you implied.”

      Danny smiled. “That’s not all there is. I also need something retrieved and put into secure storage until I call for it again.”

      “That can be arranged. What is the nature of the item?”

      “A woman.”

      “Human?”

      “Yes.”

      Amberline inclined her head slightly, reminding Danny of a confused dog. “Yes. Kidnapping is most definitely illegal.”

      Danny laughed. “Yes, yes it is. That won’t be a problem, will it?”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in a slight smile. “No, it will not. But it will not be inexpensive.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

      “Is she also in custody?”

      “No, she’s free, on Epworth station. I can give you her neural ID; she should be easy to track.”

      Amberline brushed a lock of hair out of her eye. “When would you prefer that she be obtained?”

      “As soon as possible, but at your discretion, of course.”

      She nodded. “Do you have a preference where she will be held?”

      “No, just stash her somewhere nobody else can find her and keep her there till I call for her.”

      She stood motionless for a moment. Danny watched her breasts rise and fall with her breath while he waited. After a moment, she stirred, and the artificial mouth began to move again.

      “Very well. The surveillance will cost you 1,000 per person, per day, plus expenses. “

      Danny nodded agreement. “And the... uh, the other thing?”

      “100,000 for the initial acquisition,  plus 1,000 per day for her care.”

      Danny winced. He knew it was going to hurt, but not that much. He considered the leverage this was going to provide him, how much it would hurt Jeff, and it suddenly didn’t feel pricey at all. He smiled savagely, nodded, and pulled a datachip from his pocket. It was an antique, a relic from before the advent of the neural, and the de facto currency of criminals, since it was untraceable.

      “This is linked to an anonymous account with more than enough funds to cover your needs for at least a month. The relevant neural codes are on there too.”

      Amberline produced an equally old reader from somewhere inside her dress and inserted the chip. She waited patiently for the green light that indicated the transaction had cleared, then smiled.

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      Danny grinned. “Funny you should mention that. What exactly are you?”

      Amberline frowned slightly. “I don’t understand.”

      “Your, uh, your species?”

      “Ah. Humans call my people Alverians.”

      “And you are female, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      He leered at her. “You’ve got a nice rack for a bug. How much for a go?”

      “A go?”

      “Yeah, you and me in a quiet room somewhere, some music, some drinks, and I get you out of that dress and see what’s going on underneath…”

      Amberline stared. “You want to mate with me?”

      Danny was practically drooling. “Yeah. How much?”

      She threw her head back and laughed loudly, mockingly. Then with a wicked smile she shook her head. “Our parts would not be… compatible.”

      “I bet we could make it work. How incompatible could it be?”

      Still smiling, she gestured her long arm towards her crotch. “It has teeth.”
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      Jeff lifted his hand and discovered that if he pressed hard enough, he could erase parts of the room. He pressed and wiped upwards, and the keypad blurred into the wall. He wiped a few more times, and all trace of it disappeared. 

      That’s amazing, he thought and turned his attention to the window. It was as if he were sweeping a number of items off of a counter. With the motion of his hand and a little pressure, the window was gone. First it was just a blurry smudge, then it blended into the white expanse of the wall.

      Fascinated, he kept at it, working his way around the room, wiping away all traces of the vents, the doorframe, the door, the wall monitor, until his gaze was an uninterrupted field of peaceful, blessed white. 
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