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“While her record of wanton destruction, feckless criminality, and ruthless pursuit of both insane amounts of wealth and staggering levels of inebriation is legendary, little is known of the early years of High Space Warlord Yuki the Red, and her origin remains clouded in mystery to this day, leaving only speculation as to the exact nature of what must have certainly been the wholly dire circumstances that loosed her on an unsuspecting and unprepared galaxy.” 

—Libutan Ophix
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Chapter 1

PETTY CRIMES ON COMPANY TIME





“Ms. Feldman?” 

Junior Overseer of Sten Bolt Procurement Yuki Denise Feldman sits alone in her small but private office on the 534th floor of the Inventory Acquisition Automated Systems Oversight Division Complex, Pozibahn Consolidated Office Moon Three, Kirik System, with arms spread out over her desk, her chin resting comfortably on the back of her hands, her full attention on the latest issue of Tornado Sinclair-Smythe: Queen of Space unfolding before her above the desktop. “What is it this time, Spirben?” she hisses at the intercom. “It’s almost at the good part.”

“The good part?”

Yuki’s blue eyes roll. “Yes, the good part: The part in every issue where Captain Alyssa ‘Tornado’ Sinclair-Smythe, fighting a one-woman crusade to bring peace and order to the space lanes of the Shunt, has taken just about enough from her adversary-of-the-month and makes an inspiring appeal to her haggard and beaten-down crew of wise-ass but loyal-to-a-fault mercs to rally them to inevitable triumph, all while looking like she just sauntered out of the beauty parlor for a night on the town in a thigh-slit red dress and hot blue combat stiletto.”

“Oh, your little comic...”

“Comic?” Yuki growls. “It’s a graphic holonovel. And little? Hardly. It’s one of the most popular, longest running graphic holonovels in the galaxy. I’ve been reading it since I was a kid.” 

“That long, eh?”

Yuki huffs and swipes her left arm—the skinless second-hand mechanical model she’d gotten after losing her original in a tragic filing accident three years ago—through the holonovel to close it, and sits back. A human, Yuki is nearly six feet tall, with flame-red hair, ghostly pale, heavily freckled skin, broad shoulders, wide hips, and a chest surgically augmented up to Business size, all wrapped in the de facto Pozibahn Consolidated lower-middle-management corporate uniform, a severely-cut gray four-piece pinstripe, which due to a severe case of delusion about her weight, is at least one size too small for her. “What exactly did you want, Spirben?” she asks the intercom.

“Are you ‘in’, yet?”

“In? It’s barely three. At least give lunch another hour to settle, will ya? Anyway, I thought you cleared my schedule for the rest of the week? And next week, too. You know, because I had that slight headache two days ago. Don’t want to stress myself out.”

“I don’t think the gentleplant is willing to wait that long. He says the matter is urgent.”

“It’s always urgent, isn’t it? Look, how about for once you pretend you’re a real secretary—”

“Administrative Assistant.”

“Whatever made-up title you’ve given yourself, how about you do your job and tell whoever it is they are just going to have to wait for an official appointment like everybody else?” Feeling a yawn coming on, Yuki swings her silver-sequined stilettos up on the desk and leans back, lacing her fingers together over her stomach and closing her eyes for her afternoon close-out-the-work-day nap. The ever-attentive Office Brain, watching from the ceiling and programmed to her habits, automatically dims the lights to a soft amber and quietly begins humming a restful lullaby. “Now, leave me be. I’ve got work to do.”

“Right, work.”

“Sten bolts don’t buy themselves, you know. Five thousand and three limited A.I. purchasing drones do—and somebody’s got to supervise them. I’m an incredibly busy woman.” 

“Yes, pressing the ‘Go’ button at nine and the ‘Stop’ button at five must be incredibly taxing.” 

“And there you’ve gone and done it again, mood-killer.” Yuki’s eyes snap open. The office lights immediately brighten and Office Brain’s scat rendition of Rock-a-Bye Baby cuts off mid-dedobbeydi. “You’ve completely put me off my nap. Don’t think I won’t remember this come Secretary’s Day.”

“Administrative Assistant’s Day.”

“And there go your chocolates.” Yuki sits up just as Office Brain, recognizing the particular way Yuki’s eyebrows are crunching, anticipates her needs and slides open the left half of the desktop to reveal the built-in dry bar. Yuki pours herself two fingers of Kranderian bourbon. And another two for good measure. And another, as there is still room in the tumbler. “So who is this guy, anyway?”

“A Mr. Vitriglonoush. He says he’s with the accounting department.” 

“A bean-counter, eh? Don’t know him. Tell him to come back three Tuesdays from now.” Yuki takes a long gulp of bourbon. “But have him call first, in case that headache comes back.”

“From the accounting department’s Forensics and Fraud division.”

Yuki coughs a cloud of bourbon out over her desk. “The what now?”

“I’ll just let him in,” Spirben says while Yuki is clearing her throat.

The office door slides open to reveal a jarrilian—a five-foot tall, eyeless, ambulatory tree-being with a two-and-a-half foot in diameter trunk, coarse yellow photo-sensitive bark, and a bushy head of meter long, whip-like blue fronds. 

“Ms. Feldman, thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” Mr. Vitriglonoush from the accounting department, Forensics and Fraud division, glides up to Yuki’s desk on a nest of writhing prehensile roots. His voice is a smooth synthetic lyric baritone produced by a translator disk strapped tightly over a fleshy vocal diaphragm about two-thirds of the way up his trunk. “Let’s get right to the point, shall we?” He unfurls a long sheet of crinkly paperscreen out over the desk and slaps a root-tip against it. “I think you know what this is, yes?”

Yuki’s heart skips a beat and her face flushes… until she notices the paperscreen is blank. She innocently blinks inch-long artificial eyelashes at the jarrilian. “A blank sheet of screen?”

Vitriglonoush’s fronds flutter in confusion. “Oh! Sorry. Forgot it’s set to microwave.” Slits in the bark above his translator disk sniff at the air. “You’re mammalian, right?”

“Human, to be proudly specific.” Yuki pours herself another bourbon, filling her tumbler to the very top. “And one-sixteen-hundredth Cherokee to boot.”

“Yes, well, I seriously doubt that, but human… that means eyeballs, and the 370 to 750 nanometer spectrum. One second.” Vitriglonoush draws a sigil on the paperscreen with his root tip and the surface shimmers to display a dense spreadsheet of numbers. “Better? Recognize it now?”

“Um,” Yuki stammers. Of course I recognize it, she thinks. Fund transfers, off-planet bank accounts, bulk sten bolt lot numbers—and hey, there’s the name of that dummy corporation I set up to run the whole thing through, and the other dummy corp that secretly owns the first one and funnels the profits back to me. “Nope,” she says, raising the tumbler. It shakes so wildly in her hand half the bourbon spills out before the tumbler reaches her lips. “Can’t say that I do. Should I?”

“You don’t?” Vitriglonoush asks, the confidence in his synthetic voice wavering. 

Yuki clamps her robomechanical hand around her drinking hand’s wrist to steady it enough to take a short sip. “That’s what I said.”

“Oh, come on.” Vitriglonoush sighs and puts curled root-tips against his waist. “You know exactly what it is.”

Yuki forces a toothy smile at the jarrilian over the tumbler. “Look, why don’t you just tell me what you think it is?”

“Well, fraud, of course,” Vitriglonoush says. “Originating from this very office.”

Yuki takes a thoughtful sip of bourbon. Then another. Then gulps down the whole tumbler. Vitriglonoush thumps a root against the carpet impatiently while Yuki stares into the empty glass, working her lower lip over with her front teeth. Sensing her elevated temperature, her rapidly fluttering heartbeat, and the moisture building up on her forehead, Office Brain pops open the third desk drawer down: The one with the small needle-barreled three-shot holdout raygun inside. 

Yuki nods down at the raygun and smiles. Good old Office Brain, always there for me, aren’t you? “I’m... speechless...” Yuki puts the empty tumbler down and slips her robomechanical hand down into the drawer. “You know, I didn’t think Spirben had it in him... that little rat bastard. I feel personally betrayed. It should go without saying I’ll gladly testify against him at trial, of course. I’ll call the authorities immediately.”

“Your administrative assistant doesn’t have the required managerial-level security access for this kind of scheme.”

“So it was one of the purchasing A.I. drones, then? I can’t accept that.” Yuki shakes her head in exaggerated disbelief as she wraps her metalloy fingertips around the raygun’s cheap plastiwood grip. “They’re the best bunch of drones I’ve ever worked with, steadfast and loyal. Unless it was 4848. She’s always a millisecond late for her shift, the slacker. And she never comes out for drinks after work with the rest of us. Claims she’s not programmed for it. Likely story, you ask me. Just goes to show you, never trust anybody who doesn’t drink.”

“It wasn’t an A.I. drone either. They don’t have the autonomy to–” Vitriglonoush cuts himself off as Yuki raises the raygun above the desk.   “Um… is that is a gun?”

Yuki thumbs the standby stud and the raygun powers-up with a sharp hum. “That is what the guy in the alley behind the sporting goods store told me when he sold it to me, yes.” 

Vitriglonoush jumps back from the desk, raising a dozen roots in front of him in both protest and protection. “Hey, there’s really no need for—”

“I know when the jig is up.” With a resigned smirk, Yuki places the barrel against her left temple. “Now, if you don’t mind, can I get a moment of silence while I blow my brains out? Don’t worry, I’ll try to aim it so most of the blood and bits end up on the wall. If anybody asks, tell them my last words were ‘liberty’ and ‘tuna’, but not necessarily in that order.”

“You’ve got this all wrong, Ms. Feldman… There’s no need to kill yourself. I’m not here to turn you in.”

Yuki arcs a dubious eyebrow at the jarrilian. “You’re not?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why are you...” Yuki purses her lips and lowers the raygun. “Okay, I get it. Blackmail. How much do you want? And do you accept credit cards? I may have to spread it over a couple.”

“Blackmail? I don’t see how you could afford to pay me blackmail. I mean, I know how much lower-middle-managers take home, and by the smell of you, you spend most of that on booze. Besides, from what I can tell, you can’t be pulling in all that much from this scam. That’s why I’m—”

“Hey, I made enough so far to buy this gun and put a three-percent down payment on a hot tub, didn’t I?”

“And it’s been going on for at least, what, seven months?”

Yuki slips the raygun away into an inner jacket pocket. “Six and three quarters,” she says with a defensive frown.

“Kinda proves my point, doesn’t it?”

“Then what do you want? Sex?” Yuki starts unbuttoning her blouse. “I’m not really into the inter-species thing, but okay. As long as I don’t have to take my shoes off. —Office Brain, how about some mood lighting?”

“Sex?” Vitriglonoush’s fronds shake vehemently as the lights began to dim. “Oh, no… thanks but definitely no thanks.”

Yuki stops at the third button down and glares at him over the desk. “Definitely no thanks? I’ll have you know I’ve consistently been rated as tolerably competent in that department by a number of partners, one of whom I didn’t have to pay, even.” 

“I’m sure… but it’s a surface texture thing.”

“What, I don’t have enough bark for you?”

“Not enough fur.”

“Really... fur?”

Vitriglonoush’s trunk blushes to lavender. “I’m a sucker for a soft pelt, sharp claws and a warm fire. Danger be damned.”

Yuki shrugs and buttons herself back up. “Okay, you don’t want sex, and you don’t want a bribe... I’m a little confused. What are we talking about, here?”

“You set it up all wrong.” Vitriglonoush points a root at the paperscreen. “Too easy to find, for starts. Only two dummy companies? Come on, that’s so amateur.” 

“Well, I’ve been sick,” Yuki says defensively. “I had a headache a couple days ago, and the sniffles three months ago.”

“No offense, but the whole thing’s amateur—and not nearly ambitious enough. You had a decent idea, selling Pozibahn non-existent lots of sten bolts and then immediately ‘returning’ the fictional lots for a refund, minus a small restocking fee, then pocketing the restocking fee. But honestly, and don’t take this the wrong way, it’s obvious you just don’t have the accounting chops to really take this scam to the next level.”

“Next level?”

“Where the real money is. Which is why you’re lucky I found out about it.”

“Lucky how?”

“Because I just happen to be an extremely talented accountant. All I need is your managerial account password and your terminal. Won’t take me more than a few minutes. What do you say?”

“Depends. What’s the split?”

“Fifty-fifty.”

Yuki snorts. “Seventy-thirty. My idea, my managerial access, and my dummy companies.”

“Or I can call the cops.”

“Now that I think about it,” Yuki says, stepping out from behind her desk and grabbing the bottle of bourbon by the neck on the way, “fifty-fifty sounds perfectly fair.”

“Don’t worry.” Vitriglonoush glides around the desk on his nest of roots. “Fifty percent of filthy, stinking rich is still pretty damn dirty and smelly.” He pushes her chair out of the way and plants himself in front of the terminal holoflat. A half dozen roots swiping away, he rustles his fronds at the bottle of bourbon in Yuki’s hand. “Can I get a bowl of that?”








  
  

Chapter 2

TWO AM KNOCK OF DOOM





“I’m telling you,  Lergel, the hot tub’s just a start.”

It’s two in the morning and Yuki can’t sleep. She’s tried to. She’d gotten in to her unicorn-print PJs, downed a fifth of warm spiced rum, lay back in bed, and closed her eyes. For all of eight seconds before the urge to check her balance struck again. Now she sits cross-legged on her bed in her hundred-and-thirtieth sub-level efficiency apartment on the dark side of Office Moon Three, a terminal disk on her lap and a martini glass filled with green Heporstian scotch in her drinking hand, and for something like the four-thousandth time this night, she stabs a robomechanical finger through the refresh icon in the terminal’s holoflat projection. She stares, eyes wide with anticipation, as the holoflat blinks and the balance in her secret bank account ticks upwards. Again. It has been like that the last three weeks, ever since Vitriglonoush horned into her deal and improved it. Every few seconds the deposit number ticks up scredit by scredit. Higher and higher. More money than she’d ever had, and the number just keeps getting bigger.

“I’ll be able to afford a better apartment. One with more than one room and a bathroom I don’t have to pull out of the floor. And a better arm. One with skin and four fingers. And a better pet.” She twists to grin back at Lergel. “One that doesn’t just eat and squirt and leave claw marks all over the furniture. And the walls. And the ceiling. And me.”

The miniature solpir, a ball of purple feathers and yellow spikes, is crunched down on its six haunches in the middle of the aquarium in the wall-inset bookshelf, gnawing at a pinrat skull. Two of its four beady eyes look up over the skull and it returns her grin with a hiss through row upon nested row of needle-sharp teeth.

“Yeah, that’s the attitude.” Yuki turns back to the terminal and swipes a finger to bring up a search page. “I wonder what kind of better pet eats miniature soplirs, and how much do they–”

The doorbell sounds, followed immediately by loud thumping.

Yuki’s heart skips a beat. 

“Wake up, human!” Vitriglonoush’s smooth synthetic voice comes through the door over the continuing thumping and doorbell buzzing. “Answer your door before I attract attention!”

“All right, all right, I’m coming.” Yuki takes a deep breath, empties the martini glass in a single swallow, and slides off the bed. She pads barefoot through the ankle-high collection of take-out containers, empty booze bottles, and indistinguishable mix of dirty and clean laundry that hide the carpet to slap her palm against the activator in the door sill. A waist-high pile of luggage stacked up behind him in the hallway, Vitriglonoush keeps banging on the door until it recedes completely into the wall and continues pressing a root-tip against the doorbell until Yuki grabs his root. “Knock it off already,” she says, letting go of his root. “I thought we settled the whole sex thing, but all right. I guess it’s the least I can do. You are making me a ton of money. And I’m up anyway.”

“Will you stop trying to seduce me already?” Vitriglonoush pushes his way past her into the apartment, his roots plucking clothes and empties out of his path as he glides in. “This is where you live? It’s so... small. No wonder you needed money. And would it kill you to clean up after yourself? Eh, doesn’t matter. Come on, we gotta go. You have a bag ready, right?”

Yuki elbows the activator and the door slides closed behind her. “A bag?”

“Yes, a bag.” Vitriglonoush pirouettes on his nest of roots to point his translator disk at her. “Always have a bag packed for a quick escape in the night. It was on that to-do list I e-mailed you, the one I found on that A Good Criminal is a Prepared Criminal galactinet site. Go get it, we’ve got to go.”

“Go? Go where? What are you talking about?”

“So you don’t have a bag ready? We don’t have time for this.” A six-inch patch of dark yellow bark below Vitriglonoush’s translator disk splits down the middle into flaps that roll back to reveal a moist crevice filled with red-yellow nodules. “Sorry about this, but you’ve left me no choice.”

“So, wait, now you do want sex?” Yuki asks, staring in disgust as the nodules push themselves outward a few inches and began to vibrate. Yuki throws her robomechanical arm over her chest and her drinking hand over her crotch. “Can we talk about this?”

“You will go with me,” Vitriglonoush says, the vibration coming off the nodules intensifying until it is a whining, buzzing rumble spreading over Yuki’s skin and working its way into her head, concentrating into a fist-sized, dully pulsing pain at the base of her skull. “All you want to do is go with me–”

Yuki whacks her robomechanical hand up against the side of Vitriglonoush’s trunk, sending bark chips flying. “Knock it off, will ya?”

“All right, all right.” The nodules stop vibrating and retract while Vitriglonoush shrugs his head full of fronds. “Had to try, okay?”

“No, it’s not okay.” Yuki rubs the back of her neck, the rumbling quickly fading from her body but the pain lingering. “What the hell was that?”

“They’re vestigial subsonics.” The protective bark flaps roll back over the nodules and seal themselves tight. “For warding off predators. They’re supposed to make you extremely open to suggestion. They didn’t, did they?”

“Just made me wanna hit you.”

“I get that a lot.”

“Does it ever work?”

“Got me wife two and seven.” Vitriglonoush picks his way towards the combination desk/bureau in the corner and grabs the open bottle of Heporstian scotch off it. He pours the bottle out onto his trunk, rubbing the rivulets of whiskey into his bark with his root-tips. “Although I really wish it hadn’t worked on seven, she was a total b–”

“I don’t care,” Yuki interrupts. “It’s two in the morning. What are you doing here?”

“They’re on to us, and we have to go. Mind if I use your terminal?” Vitriglonoush tosses the empty scotch bottle away behind him and hops up on the bed next to the terminal disk. “Your account password still S3xyCabanaBoyTime?”

“Yeah,” Yuki says automatically. “Wait… who’s on to us?”

“Who do you think? My overworked, unappreciated, and incredibly vindictive colleagues in the Forensics and Fraud division, that’s who.” Vitriglonoush’s root-tips are a blur as he swipes and pecks in the holoflat projection. “They already seized my accounts. We have to transfer yours somewhere safe before they find it and we lose everything.”

Yuki’s stomach does a flip-flop. “They know about me?”

“Not yet, but since they found out what I was up to it’s only a matter of time before they figure out you’re involved. Your name is all over the original dummy companies, remember?”

“But I was clever,” Yuki says. She crosses to the never-used-for-cooking kitchenette built into the wall and opens the trash disposal, yanking a liter bottle of blueberry-flavored vodka off the six-pack stored inside. She flicks the cap off with her robomechanical thumb and takes a long swig, then grins at Vitriglonoush. “I used a fake name for the dummy companies.”

“Sure, a fake middle name. Yuki Shannon Feldman? Seriously? Which reminds me… I stopped by the black market on the way over here and bought myself an ID change.” He whips a Galactic Authority Unigov ID card out of one of the utility pouches on his belt and holds it in front of Yuki’s face. “From here on in, I’m this Glorghesh guy now—Anthony T. Glorghesh. The other guy, the guy I was before, he never existed. Never existed, so how could he ever have been married? Right? Right. Got it? It’s very important you got it. Our lives could depend on it.”

“Married?” Yuki squints at the card. A holographic loop of an eighty-five year old, white-bearded, Northern European-descended human smiles and waves at her. “What’s married got to do with it?”

“Marriage? Who said anything about marriage?” Vitriglonoush—ahem, Glorghesh—asks, hastily putting the ID card away. “Let’s try and keep this professional, shall we?”

“Okay, okay, sorry. You know it doesn’t look all that much like you, though, right?”

“I was in a rush. I just bought the first ID I came across at the black market. It’ll do for now. Anyway, nobody ever cards me anymore, not since my fronds went prematurely blue. Stress, probably, but I kind of like it. Makes me look all dignified.”

“So where’s my new card?” Yuki asks. “What’s my new name?”

“You’re good. You used a fake name, remember?” Glorghesh makes a final swipe through the holoflat. “There, everything’s transferred.”

Yuki peers around Glorghesh’s puffy head of whip-like fronds to look at the holographic display hanging in the air in front of him. “Into a joint account? What the hell you trying to pull, plant? That’s my share!”

“Yes, and now you’re sharing it. Don’t worry, it’s only temporary.”

“Yeah, you better believe it’s temporary. Where’d that raygun get to?”

“Good idea: Pack the gun, too. We’ll be on the run, who knows where we’ll end up? No doubt laying low in some seedy drug-alley flophouse on a backwater world without galactinet service, me selling my body for cash, you hobbled by a serious addiction to hard cheese. I’m not looking forward to it, but what ya gonna do?”

Yuki pokes the bottom of the vodka liter into Glorghesh’s trunk. “Back to the account, plant. Take your fake name off it.”

“Has to be that way, all right?” Glorghesh slaps the terminal disk off with the flat of a root and hops off the bed. “There isn’t time to set up a new good and hidden off-world account for you right now. So, I had to put it in an existing account. One of mine. Ours, now, until we have time to move it again. Which we will do as soon as the heat’s off. But don’t worry, until then, it’ll take both of our passwords to get money out of it, so it’s not like I’m gonna be able to steal it or anything. You want your new password now or should I just write it down for you?”

“Wait a minute...” Yuki’s brow crunches. “I thought they seized your accounts.”

“They don’t know about this one.”

“They didn’t know about the others until tonight.”

“This account’s different.” 

“How?”

Glorghesh’s trunk expands with pride. “It’s an old holiday savings account I had when I was a shrub, back home on Jarril. Okay, an account my sister had. It was my first successful foray into creative accounting, recreational forgery and terminal spoofing. Scooped it right out from under her the day before Lifeday. She was crushed, all that sobbing... Good times, good times. Anyway, all these years, nobody’s ever found it, and believe me, they’ve looked. It’s been sitting there untouched, waiting for an emergency just like this. Bonus is we’ll be earning a half-a-percent interest—and Lifeday is coming up.”

“All these years? Exactly how often do people go looking for your accounts?” 

“Why aren’t you packed yet?”

“Look, plant, I’m drunk, but it’s five hours until breakfast yet, so I’m not that drunk. I’m not going anywhere with you. You said they don’t know about me, maybe they won’t put two and two together. And even if they do, I can handle cops.” Yuki downs a slug of vodka to provide some measure of confidence to back the claim up, then shrugs. “Besides, they’re delivering my hot tub tomorrow.”

“We’ll send it a postcard from the road.” Glorghesh plucks the vodka out of Yuki’s hand. “You know how Pozibahn operates. Come morning, they won’t send the cops. They’ll just send an accounting Receivables and Collections Division Kill-Squad after us.”

“A Kill-Squad?” Yuki’s freckled face goes from pale to practically translucent. She holds up a finger. “Let me just grab a few things.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]“What’s taking you so long?” Glorghesh waves his phone at her from the doorway. “The limo’s here.”

“Let me put some shoes on, at least,” Yuki says from the bed as she pulls on a steel-toed pink velvet kicker boot and tightens the velcro laces snug. “Limo? Why not a taxi?”  

Glorghesh tucks the phone away into a utility pouch. “If we’ve got to be on the run, might as well do it in style.”

Yuki stands and extracts her lime-green leopard-print jacket from deep inside a pile of dirty underwear and overdue tax return forms at the foot of the bed. She shimmies into it, zippering it halfway up over her favorite casual baby-blue zebra-print jumpsuit, the one with all the pockets and the plunging v-neck in back and front. “You better not have paid for it out of the shared account, plant.”

“It’s got a fully stocked dry-bar.”

“Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Yuki asks, her robomechanical arm easily lifting the overstuffed and heavy duffel bag off the bed. What with Glorghesh’s constant yammering to get a move on, she’d only had time enough to pack the essentials: the scotches, bourbons, and bedtime spiced rums. And a few bottles of vodka, just in case they run into some mixers. She hefts the clanking bag up under her arm and turns towards the doorway. “Where are we on the run to, anyway?”

Glorghesh steps forward, snaking a root around behind her to give her a firm nudge towards the door. “We’ll figure that out at the spaceport.” 

Yuki digs her boot heels in. “Spaceport? Oh, no… No way am I getting on a starship.” 

“Well, we’ve got to get out of the system. It’s either a starship or we walk.” 

Yuki’s lower lip trembles. “I get space sick.”

Glorghesh throws himself against her back and pushes with all his weight. “We’ll get you a shot, or a case of barf bags. Come on, the kill-squads are probably repelling down the side of the building ready to strike as we speak.” He manages to get Yuki half-way through the doorway before she digs her heels in deeper. “What’s wrong now?”

“Nothing,” Yuki says, slipping out from in front of him. She wades back in through the clutter to step up to the bookshelf and Lergel’s aquarium. “Just give me a sec.” 

“You humans and your pets… We have to travel light. Don’t need another mouth to feed.”

“Oh, we’re not taking him.” Yuki knocks on the aquarium glass with a robomechanical knuckle and smiles in at Lergel. “’Bye you nasty little klabnik. Remember me fondly as you die of starvation.”

The miniature soplir lowers the pinrat skull and looks out through the glass at Yuki, giving her this I’m-so-cute-and-innocent-and-never-would-tear-chunks-out-of-your-flesh look, its four beady eyes widening, its needle-nosed snout going all pouty, exaggerating the yellow snaggletooth. 

“Oh, that is so not fair,” Yuki says. It’s the same look it had used on her in the pet store to trick her into buying it in the first place. She shakes her head with an exasperated sigh and lifts the metal-mesh top off the aquarium. Leaning in, she wags her robomechanical shoulder at Lergel. “All right, come on,” she says, patting her shoulder.

Lergel’s tiny mouth stretches into a snarling smile and it tosses the pinrat skull aside, leaping up onto Yuki’s shoulder. But not her robomechanical one. The other one. The flesh one. Yuki draws in a sharp breath as the miniature soplir’s razor like claws slash down through her jacket’s shoulder pad and sink deep into her skin as it settles himself in snug. 

“On second thought,” Yuki says through a clenched-teeth grimace, “maybe facing down a kill-squad would be less painful…”








  
  

Chapter 3

WE’RE GOING TO SPACE!





“This was a bad idea.” Yuki cranes her neck and sweeps the early morning crowd bustling through Office Moon Three Spaceport’s Interstellar Departures terminal, scanning it for cops. Or security. Or Accounting Department Kill-Squads.  Especially Kill-Squads. I don’t see any, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t hiding behind every potted plant, trash can, and small child, preparing to pounce, the tricky bastards. 

“What d’ya mean? It was a great idea!” Glorghesh stands next to Yuki in a line about ten beings deep at the C’kliviat Spaceways ticket counter, grinding a sauce-covered microwaveable breakfast bagellini-on-a-stick against the base of his roots, smearing the sauce all around. The blue bagellini sauce quickly disappears through his permeable bark as his roots suck it in. “You were right, sure they’re a little greasy, but these things are awesome.”

“I meant coming here, trying to leave the system.” Yuki pops her jacket’s collar and sinks her head down into her shoulders as far as she can. Hunkered down on her drinking shoulder, claws deep in her flesh, Lergel chews on the bagellini that had been Yuki’s until the miniature soplir had grabbed it right out of her mouth as she went to take a first bite. “Maybe if we went to Pozibahn, turned ourselves in—”

“That’s enough of that kind of talk, young lady.” Sauce drained from it, Glorghesh tosses the smushed bagellini to the tiled concourse floor and jogs the top of his trunk back towards the terminal convenience shop. “Did you notice if they sell the sauce by itself? And do you think they have a tub size? You know, for soaking? I could use a bath once we get on the ship.”

Yuki’s stomach does a flip-flop at just the thought of boarding a ship. She pushes another TummyCalm pill out of its bubble pack directly into her mouth and slips the rest back into an inside jacket pocket. They’d only been at the spaceport for ten minutes and she’d already gone through two of the ten packs she’d bought, the convenience shop’s entire supply. “If they do, I’m not paying for it. Bad enough I had to pay for the limo.”

The line moves up and Glorghesh glides forward on a writhing nest of roots, pulling the hovercart he insisted they rent behind him. The cart is piled high with luggage—Glorghesh’s luggage. “Oh, so I don’t get any credit for tipping the driver?”

“You found those two quarters on the floor of the limo. And I think they fell out of one of my pockets.” Yuki shuffles after Glorghesh, glaring at the rented hovercart as she pushes her clanking duffel of booze along the floor with the sides of her feet. “And how come is it we used my account to rent the cart but I can’t use the cart?”

“You heard the guy, there’s an extra charge if we overload it. Anyway, technically it’s our account.”

“With only my money in it. I’m still trying to figure out how I let you get away with this whole shared account non-sense.”

“I talk pretty fast and you’re a drunk.”

Yuki begins to protest, but gives a resigned shrug instead. “Point.”

“Relax.” The line moves up again. Glorghesh glides forward, pirouetting to swing his translator disk away from Yuki and waving a dismissive root. “I told you, once we’re good and away from Kirik and the heat’s off, we’ll go to a good old-fashioned fly-by-night shadow bank and set up a new account for you of your very own, then transfer the money into it.”

“We could do that over the Galactinet from anywhere.”

“And leave a data trail? Nope, has to be in person. Assuming you want to hide it from the authorities.”

“Okay, fine. But I should at least be able to change my password. You know, to one you don’t know. Why is it again I can’t just do that?”

“What if we get separated and I need to throw some cash around for bribes?”

“Sounds like a bit of a stretch.” Yuki crosses her arms over her chest. “But all right… then I should know your password, too.”

“Hey, look, we’re next,” Glorghesh says, lunge-gliding forward right past the d'lout in front of him and then the wultr with the shiny blue-black carapace in front of the d'lout. Glorghesh shoves the wultr aside just as she is prancing up to the ticket counter. “Out of the way, buddy.”

“What that?” the displaced wultr bleats, her six pincers clamping down angrily on the bag clutched tight against her concave chest. “Me next!”

Yuki smiles apologetically at the wultr as she joins Glorghesh at the ticket counter. “Sorry… we’re in kind of rush.”

“Everybody in rush!” the wultr exclaims, all six eyebulbs fixed on Glorghesh. The wultr’s carapace flutters with agitation. “Me think going to kick both of your—” One of her eyestalks swivels up to finally look at Yuki. “Ack! Human!” The wultr hops back. “Who said anything about kicking? Not me! Do not even know how to kick. What is kicking?” 

Yuki’s eyebrows crunch together. “Huh?”

“Retreating now!” the wultr exclaims, and bows low. She shuffles backwards, eye bulbs dragging respectfully along the floor. “Will not bother you again. Apologies!”

The wultr retreats backwards into the concourse crowd.

“What was that all about?” Glorghesh asks.

“Dunno.” Yuki shrugs. She reaches into a thigh pocket for her half-liter traveling flask. She uncaps it and takes a slug of the bourbon within. “Always get that reaction from wultr. Maybe they don’t like redheads.”

“Does anybody?” Glorghesh asks.

“Ahem.” Behind the ticket counter, the kiriklin ticket clerk clears his pleated throat. “Where to?”

“Somewhere sunny. But not too sunny.” Glorghesh spins around and stands on root-tip so his translator disk is flush with the counter top. “And preferably somewhere with an indigenous population of open-minded furries.”

“You’re going to have to be a little more specific than that, sir.” The ticket clerk slides a holobrochure across the counter, opening it to the front page. An interactive table-of-contents map of a swirling Milky Way appears in the air above the brochure. “C’kliviat Spaceways flies to a vast variety of systems, from one edge of the Milky Way to the other, and all points in-between.”

Glorghesh stretches a root-tip out towards the brochure. “Does this thing say anything about how much fur the natives have and what they think about flora/fauna pairings?” 

Yuki’s hand slaps Glorghesh’s root out of the way. “We’re on the run, remember?” she asks in a forced whisper out of the side of her mouth. “We need to go someplace where they don’t have extradition to Kirik. Someplace we can get lost.”

“Exactly.” Glorghesh’s fronds bob. “And that has furries.”

“Forget the furries, will you? Anyway, I got an idea where we can go.” Yuki pushes the holobrochure back towards the ticket clerk. “You fly to the Shunt?”

The ticket clerk nods. “To Peridia IV, the Gateway to the Shunt.”

“The what?” Glorghesh asks.

“The Shunt,” Yuki tells him as the ticket clerk opens the holobrochure to page seventy-four. A picture of the Shunt sector, a crooked line of a dozen just barely primary stars on the outer edge of the lower Perseus Arm, leaps off the page. Yuki jabs a finger into the projection. “It’s an anarchy zone. Plenty of room to get lost in, and the only laws are the ones you make by your own wits and the speed of your draw.”

Glorghesh’s fronds ruffle. “Anarchy? You know, the idea is to go somewhere we won’t risk being killed by the local, less charming and good-natured criminals.”

“We need to get lost, and the Shunt’s exactly the kind of place we can do that.” Yuki takes a swig from her flask. “But most importantly, they don’t have extradition.”

“Well, good for them, but where do they stand on lawyers?”

“What does that matter?”

“What’s with the third degree all of a sudden?” Glorghesh pulls nervously at the strap of his translator disk. “I’m not the one on trial here, you know. I have rights. I don’t gotta say nothing.”

“What are you babbling about?”

“Never mind,” Glorghesh says. “How do you know so much about this place, anyway?”

“I read about it.”

“Read about it? You? Read?”

“What? I read.”

“If you say so.”

“Look, what does it matter where I read about it?”

“It was Queen of Space, right?” the ticket clerk asks before Glorghesh can answer.

Yuki smiles at the clerk. “You a fan?”

“Am I a fan?” The ticket clerk whips a prehensile tentacle up against his flat forehead and then, the tip making swirls in the air, drops the tentacle down to touch his chest, tapping it three times. “To protect the unprotected...”

Yuki returns the official fan-club salute with a flourish of her robomechanical hand. “To defend the defenseless...”

“...And to annoy the annoying!” they both finish simultaneously, robomechanical hand and tentacle reaching across the ticket booth countertop to flutter against each other. On Yuki’s shoulder, Lergel blinks at them, bewildered.

“Always great to meet a fellow fan,” Yuki says with a chuckle. “You read the latest issue?”

“Did I read the last issue?” The ticket clerk flips the screen of his reservation terminal around so Yuki and Glorghesh can see it. The latest issue of Tornado Sinclair-Smythe: Queen of Space is paused on page fourteen in a corner of the screen. “I can’t stop re-reading it. Talk about cliffhangers…”

Yuki nods her head. “I know, right?”

“Terrific,” Glorghesh says. “You want us to base a critical life decision on facts you have gleamed from a comic book?”

“Graphic holonovel,” Yuki and the clerk say simultaneously, and then Yuki asks Glorghesh, “You got a better idea?”

“If I get killed the second we step off the ship, I am so suing you.” Glorghesh turns towards the ticket clerk and stretches as tall as he can, putting his translator disk roughly an extra inch above the counter. “Two one-way tickets to this Shunt place, please, first available flight. You have anything better than first class?” 

“No, no first class,” Yuki says. “Coach will do fine,” she tells the clerk.

A snort of static bursts from Glorghesh’s translator disk. “Coach? Are you kidding? Coach is for the poors. It’d be an insult to the two hundred thou we’ve got in the bank.”

“Yeah, my two hundred thou,” Yuki reminds him. “And I’d like to keep as much of it as possible.”

“But Coach? They stick you in a cabin with a hundred other losers and expect you to sleep in your seat,” Glorghesh says. “I can’t sleep in a seat. I get root cramps.”

“A couple nights won’t kill you,” Yuki says.

“It’s a two-week trip,” the ticket clerk notes.

“Two weeks?” Yuki’s face goes blue. “I’m gonna need more TummyCalm.”

“And I’m gonna need a chiropractor,” Glorghesh says. “And I don’t even want to speculate about the bathroom situation.”

“One to a deck,” the clerk says. “It’s a unisex, unispecies communal restroom facility.”

“There you go,” Glorghesh says. “You really want to be fighting crowds every time you feel a woozy patch of space sickness coming on?” he asks Yuki.

At the mention of space sickness, Yuki reaches for another TummyCalm and asks the clerk, “First class gets me my own bathroom?” 

“And fresh towels every other day.”

Yuki washes the TummyCalm down with a quick gulp of bourbon and wipes her lips with the back of her hand. “I’ll take one.”

“Two. Make that two.” Glorghesh slaps two roots together, intertwining the tips, while another pair of roots presses against the back of his trunk, as if he is already in pain. “Come on, Yuki,” he begs. “My back.”

“Fine, if only because I don’t want to hear you whining for two weeks.” Yuki frowns at the clerk. “Two. On opposite ends of the ship, preferably.”

The clerk checks his terminal. “Looks like, if you want the next flight, there’s only one first class stateroom still available.”

“Of course there is,” Yuki says, her shoulders sagging. “At least tell me it has two beds.”

“Uh, no, sorry,” the clerk says. “And all the portable cots are already claimed, I’m afraid. The bed is a King-sized, though.”

“It’s okay. We can double up,” Glorghesh suggests. “As long as you don’t try any funny stuff.”

“Oh, there will absolutely be no funny stuff.” Yuki downs the rest of the bourbon in the flask and growls at Glorghesh. “And for your sake, I hope you don’t snore.”

“Snore?” Glorghesh says. “No, I don’t snore.”
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