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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      As seedy bars went, the Tipsy Pangolin lurked at the lower end of the scale. Most of its reluctant patrons generally agreed it was a tie between the Pangolin and a questionable strip joint called Orgazmos for which establishment was the worst one to be knifed in. Sadly for the proprietors of either venue, no other place in this solar system ranked below them.

      In fact, Ignatz Bauer couldn’t think of any bar within the Djor Cluster more disgusting, and he’d been in just about all of them.

      The only reason he patronized the Pangolin at all when he was on Sylvan’s World was because he was too lazy to walk more than the three blocks from where he usually parked his ship.

      He liked to believe he wasn’t always so indolent. Just most of the time.

      His inebriate father used to say, “Why do a good job when a shitty one gives you more time for goofing off?” The philosophy certainly went a long way toward explaining why his son’s name was Ignatz.

      After gazing hazily into the depths of his empty glass, he gradually came to a profound realization: another drink was in order. He pried his hand free of the sticky counter to signal the bartender.

      A bulbous creature behind the bar with a head like a slug’s oozed over.

      Ozzy was a Jormican with a bad attitude toward humans, which was unfortunate since the Tipsy Pangolin was one of the few where Ignatz’s kind were served, if one meant “served” to refer to providing a service rather than an entree on the menu.

      “What?” The voice was like grinding gears and possessed a sticky quality that reminded him of whatever the stuff on the bar top was.

      “Another beverage, if you please, good sir.”

      Ozzy’s three compound eyes drew closer together in what Ignatz interpreted as a scowl. “Show me your money, first, hoo-mun.”

      He sat straight and shot a proper scowl at the bartender.

      “Hoo-mun? You know bloody well who I am, Ozzy.”

      The monstrous head pulsed in a vague imitation of a nod. “I know you, Ig. That’s why I want to see you’re good for it.”

      He huffed. “Oz, I am offended. And what’s with the ‘hoo-mun’ slur, anyway? I thought we were past such ugly speciesism.”

      “You hoo-muns are my only customers who run out on your tabs.”

      Ignatz made a point of surveying the other patrons in the bar.

      Turning back to the Jormican, he said, “Humans are your only customers, Oz. Ever!”

      The strange eyes almost touched, and the creature’s gelatinous skin grew pink. “No money, no drink.”

      Realizing he could push the matter no further, he sighed and dug into his pocket. Tossing two coins on the counter, he said, “Fine, but this is going to negatively influence my rating of this establishment.”

      A tentacle appeared from somewhere on Oz’s person to collect the money.

      “Uh-huh. You want the same?”

      He slumped his shoulders. “Yeah, thanks.”

      The Jormican returned to refill the glass with a glowing green liquid. As he turned to leave, Ignatz quietly said, “Did you make any progress on the other thing?”

      Ozzy leaned conspiratorially closer and whispered. “No.”

      He frowned, unsure if the Jormican was being sarcastic. “Well, tell me as soon as you do.”

      One of the alien’s eyes rolled to the back of his head in a creepy wink before he left to tend to another patron.

      Ignatz hunched over his drink and stared into his refilled glass. He absently wondered how much he could drink before something on him began to glow. It was only then he considered for the first time after weeks of regularly consuming the stuff the possibility that it might be a little radioactive.

      As he weighed whether he cared enough to retrieve a Geiger counter from his ship, somebody sat on the stool beside him. He turned and became immediately sober at the sight.

      “Hello, Bauer.” The man wore a smug smile, like the kind one gets when he’s finally scored a full Yahtzee.

      “Hello, BUG.”

      The fellow frowned, probably because that wasn’t his name. Ignatz didn’t know his actual name. He simply thought of him as Big Ugly Guy, which he’d shortened to BUG to avoid calling him something worse. It was certainly the better choice, given the inordinate size of the man.

      “Why do you call me that?” BUG asked.

      “You mean it isn’t your name?”

      “No, it’s Eugene.”

      Ignatz arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure you don’t prefer BUG?”

      “No, I don’t. Who told you that was my name, anyway?”

      Ignatz glanced over to where Ozzy was cleaning the glassware and for an insane moment wondered what entertainment value lay in suggesting the bartender had.

      Turning back to Eugene, he said, “I dunno. What can I do for you?”

      The man’s satisfied smile reappeared. “I’m here to get my money back.”

      “What money?”

      “The money you cheated me out of.”

      Ignatz sat straight and crossed his arms over his chest. “Sir, you wound me. It was a fair contest. How dare you accuse me of something so crass?”

      “You rigged the game.”

      “The nuances of xyzzy are complex; perhaps you didn’t understand the game’s subtleties well enough to avoid losing.”

      Eugene frowned. “You used loaded dice.”

      “I most certainly did not.”

      His protest was interrupted when a pair of octagonal objects was plunked on the bar. “Recognize these?”

      Ignatz swallowed around the growing lump in his throat. “Should I?”

      Eugene picked one up and held it close to Ignatz’s nose. “They are the ones you insisted we use. Pick a number.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “This is pointless.”

      The man seized him by the collar.

      “Fourteen,” said Ignatz. “I pick fourteen.”

      The dice were rolled to count fourteen.

      “Will you look at that,” said Ignatz, who faked a smile as perspiration formed on his forehead.

      “Mm-hmm.” Eugene grabbed up and tossed them once more. Fourteen again showed.

      “Talk about luck,” said Ignatz as the room pressed in on him.

      Eugene threw them again, with the same result. He looked up from them with no amusement in his eyes.

      With his gaze locked on Ignatz, he scooped up and tossed the dice another three times, each throw resulting in the increasingly improbable number, fourteen.

      “How long do you think I can do this?”

      The sweat was now running down Ignatz’s temples. “Er, as unlikely as this may appear, the, er, laws of probability certainly don’t discount such an occurrence.”

      Deadpan, Eugene said, “You are absolutely right. Give me another one.”

      “What?”

      “A number.”

      The bar had grown quiet at this point as most of the patrons were becoming interested in the unfolding drama.

      Ignatz squeaked, “Ah, er, eight?”

      “A little louder, please.”

      He cleared his throat and spoke the number clearly.

      BUG nodded, and a smile turned up the edge of his mouth. He tossed the dice to a sum of eight.

      Bauer’s breathing shallowed as he stared at the number.

      Eugene scooped up the dice and rolled three more eights in a row. With the last one, his hand came down to cover them.

      “Do we need to continue?”

      Ignatz’s eyes darted several times between the hand covering the dice and its owner. “I, ah, had no idea they did that.”

      “You cheated.”

      He frowned. “Cheat is such an ugly word. I prefer to think of it as⁠—”

      Hands grabbed the front of his shirt and lifted him from the stool. Their noses almost touched, and Eugene’s breath almost made him retch.

      “You owe me back my money.”

      “Of course; absolutely,” said Ignatz as he unsuccessfully tried to pry himself free. “It’s just, I don’t have it.”

      Eugene’s face grew red, and he lifted him farther from the floor.

      “I mean to say, I don’t have it here.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Nearby; on my ship. Please, I’m good for it.”

      The cheated man glared at him for several seconds before he released him.

      “Fine,” he said, “let’s go get it.”

      “Now?”

      “We can go out back and discuss an alternate repayment plan if you’d prefer.”

      “No, now is good. Can I just finish my drink first? May I buy you one?”

      Eugene glanced at the half empty glass of glowing green liquor on the bar and curled his lip in disgust. “I’ll have a beer,” he said, sitting.

      After Ignatz had flagged down Ozzy and ordered Eugene’s drink, a voice inside his head said, “I warned you it wasn’t a good idea.”

      He scowled and muttered into his glass, “Oh, shut up.”
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      The rain started again, prompting a sigh from Amanda Frey.

      She sat in a rented air-car across from the entrance to a popular nightclub.

      Next to her, an assortment of empty water bottles, fast food and candy wrappers littered the passenger seat. She sifted through the detritus until she found a half-filled bottle. Popping off the top, she downed the contents in a couple of thirsty gulps. After wiping her mouth with her sleeve, she tossed the empty back on the pile. Sighing heavily, she returned her attention to the nightclub.

      “Where the hell are you?”

      Her eyes darted to the chronometer on the dashboard, prompting an even deeper sigh than before.

      Amanda had spent the last four hours waiting, and she reluctantly considered the possibility she’d fallen for another false lead.

      She smacked the console with her hand, regretting her angry outburst immediately. Rubbing her throbbing fingers, she muttered, “Damn you, Greeba.”

      Greeba Menzi was, on paper, her sponsor. Every rookie was assigned to one, and Menzi was the most recent individual to be strong-armed into fulfilling the role for her. As sponsors went, he was better than most of the others. Greeba, at least, made an occasional effort to stay in touch with her and even gave her moderately helpful pointers.

      Amanda sighed yet again and dug into her jacket pocket for her data pad. It failed to activate after repeated presses of the worn button and only turned on after she hit it. The fuzzy screen image was barely readable, and the unit’s holographic projector had long ago stopped working.

      She opened her active cases folder to the lone file occupying it and reviewed the details of her assignment for the twentieth time.

      Cabba Ooka was wanted for vagrancy and being a general pest to the tourists who frequented the nightclub she was parked across the street from. The reward offered for his arrest was as pathetic as Ooka’s offences.

      Oops, she thought—his alleged offences. Greeba reminded her repeatedly that, to become a first-rate hunter, she must start to think like one. The guilt or innocence of the targets sought by the Hunter Corps was a matter for the local planetary judiciary to decide. Her job was simply to execute the warrant and collect the bounty.

      As sad a prospect as Ooka was, she really needed to apprehend him. Her provisional licence was coming up for renewal in a few weeks. If she didn’t show a successful apprehension again this year, she wouldn’t achieve her level-one rating.

      Of course, it wasn’t all her fault. Being bounced from sponsor to sponsor over the last few years hadn’t helped. In fact, from her point of view, several factors had contributed to her repeated failures. But the board wouldn’t be interested in considering her excuses any more this year than for the past four hearings. The only factor determining advancement was the successful execution of warrants.

      A commotion outside pried her attention from her data pad. A well-dressed man stood protectively in front of a well-dressed woman and shouted down a pathetic figure who was not so well dressed. The victim of the verbal onslaught wore a filthy coat with his hood pulled up against the rain.

      Her eyes narrowed as the fracas unfolded, and a smile turned up the corners of Amanda’s mouth as she realized her wait was over. Exiting the vehicle, she pulled up her own hood and strode across the road toward the unfolding drama.

      She used her most authoritative voice to say, “What seems to be the problem?”

      All three turned to her, puzzlement etched on their faces.

      The well-dressed man, at least a head and a half taller than her, peered down his nose and said, “Who the hell are you?”

      She shoved her identification in his face, saying, “Amanda Frey, Hunter Corps. I have an interest in this man.” Her eyes moved briefly to the cowering Cabba Ooka.

      The man’s belligerence softened. “Well, it’s about time you people decided to do something about the riff-raff polluting our streets.”

      The frowning woman beside him nodded supportively.

      Ooka shook his head. “All I did was ask if he can spare some change.”

      “Liar,” shouted the man as he turned on him to seize him by the collar. “You picked my pocket.”

      The woman nodded more vigorously.

      “No, I didn’t,” said Ooka, looking plaintively at Amanda. “He dropped it, and I was trying to return it.”

      An expensive billfold lay on the wet pavement. She bent down to pick it up.

      “Would this be yours?”

      “Yes,” said the man as he snatched it from her. “He took money out of it.”

      “I swear I didn’t,” said Ooka.

      “You helped yourself to a reward, thinking I’d be so grateful, I wouldn’t notice.”

      “No… I gave it to you in the hope you might offer me a small something for finding it.”

      “Oh, you expect me to believe in your honesty, dressed as you are.”

      Amanda scowled. “Look inside it,” she said.

      The man regarded her as if a stray dog had spoken to him. “What?”

      “Count your damned money,” she said.

      The man’s back straightened, and his frown deepened. “Now, see here, I don’t take orders from filthy bounty hunters…”

      She zipped open her jacket and showed him her pistol, slung tight to her ribs in a shoulder harness. “I said to count it.”

      Cowed, the man swallowed and thumbed through the notes in the wallet.

      “Is it all there?”

      “Uh, yes,” the fellow said sheepishly.

      “Good,” she said as she reached over and plucked out a crisp banknote before his startled eyes. “A small token of your appreciation is in order, don’t you agree?”

      The stupefied man nodded.

      She handed the money to Ooka, saying, “Get the hell out of here.”

      He snatched it from her and ran into a nearby dark alley.

      After watching him  disappear, Amanda’s frown deepened as she turned back to the couple. “Don’t you two have a place to be?”

      Without a word, they turned and hurried to the nightclub entrance.

      Mumbling beneath her breath about how much she hated entitled assholes, Amanda stalked back to her rental. When she was inside, she pulled down her hood and gazed back out the window.

      She slowly shook her head. “And that’s why you’re not yet a level-one hunter, Frey.”

      She rummaged through the pile of wrappers and empty bottles on the passenger seat until she located a chocolate bar she’d somehow overlooked.

      Tearing open the wrapper, she bit into the candy. Savouring the chewy, chocolatey goodness, she picked up her data pad.

      After smacking it to life, she scrolled through the listing of targets in search of someone she was qualified to bring in.

      Unfortunately, it was near year-end, and most of the bounties she was eligible to go for were already apprehended. The only reason Ooka was still available was because the reward was so pathetically small.

      Right now, the size of the offered bounty was the least of her concerns. Six weeks remained for her to make a successful apprehension if she wanted to earn her full level-one licence. But as she scrolled through the list of bounties, she became dismayed.

      Every one was for a level three or above: dangerous felons, terrorists, and enemies of various planetary governments. The offered bounties were enormous and could potentially set a hunter up for life, assuming they survived the hunt to make the apprehension and collect the bounty.

      Disgusted, she tossed the pad onto the pile of wrappers and slumped into the wet upholstery.

      She didn’t want to go back to her home world, her tail tucked in shame, but it was becoming increasingly likely. Amanda was certain she wouldn’t find anyone willing to sponsor her for a renewal of her provisional permit. Greeba made as much abundantly clear to her when he took her on out of pity.

      She wondered if she should call him. Maybe he had some leads on marks she was eligible to go after. It would be embarrassing since he was the one who practically gift-wrapped Cabba Ooka for her as an easy collar.

      Her data pad pinged, announcing a newly posted bounty. Half-heartedly, more out of habit, she picked up the device to peruse the new offering.

      After scanning the heading, she sat up and brought her full attention to bear as she continued reading. This one was open to any hunter at any level, including her. More astounding was the amount of the reward: twenty-four million universal credits.

      She couldn’t believe her eyes and reread the listing several times to make sure she hadn’t gotten something muddled. But the bounty was real, and, more importantly, open for her.

      Her imagination went wild at the possibilities. Not only would nabbing this mark set her up for life financially, but it would also secure her promotion to level one and establish her as a full member of the Hunter Corps.

      And a bonus advantage in her favour was her present location. Ignatz Bauer was last seen on the same planet and in the very same city she was presently in.

      Her fortunes were finally looking up.
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      Ignatz’s gaze bored into BUG’s back as he departed with the last of his money.

      “Whew, you dodged that one,” said the voice in his head.

      He ignored it and entered his ship. As he did, he noted the patchwork of ad hoc repairs to the vessel’s hull and the growing number of new injuries pitting its once sleek silver surface.

      He’d won the Camilla four years before in a game of chance, not unlike the most recent one he just did penance for cheating at. When he’d acquired her, she was an aging, but well-maintained luxury yacht owned by the impressionable daughter of a prominent helium dealer on K’Lixt VII.

      Unfortunately, Ignatz had learned too well from his father’s example and had neglected the maintenance of the Camilla until she now resembled something recovered from a wrecking yard. The ship still functioned but was in desperate need of several crucial repairs.

      Much like his life, he mused.

      The only difference between him and Camilla was he understood how she could be repaired. He had yet to figure as much out about himself.

      “Too bad you got caught. We needed money to keep this baby flying,” said the voice.

      Ignatz narrowed his eyes and gritted his teeth as he slowly counted to ten. Then, realizing it made no difference, he said, “I need a drink.”

      He climbed the ornate curved staircase leading to what was once a dance floor and went to the baroquely styled bar. Bending over the counter, he reached down to the shelf and picked through an assortment of empty bottles within his reach before he found one with some life still remaining.

      He emerged and triumphantly held his prize aloft, until he saw it contained barely a heel of the glowing green liquor he favoured. Then he recalled why he went to the Pangolin in the first place.

      Dejected, he twisted off the top and downed the contents directly from the bottle.

      “I really don’t understand why you try to poison yourself.”

      “Because I still hope it will get rid of you,” he said testily.

      “We’ve been through this. What part of ‘fully integrated’ do you have the most difficulty with?”

      He began to reply but reconsidered the impulse and clamped his lips tightly together. Jumping to sit on the bar top, he swung his legs around and dropped to the floor on the back side of it. He fell to his knees and started searching through the accumulated empties more thoroughly.

      After going through the collection twice, he sighed and sat on the floor.

      “So, if you’re done, can we talk now?”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

      “Aw, c’mon, Iggy; why don’t you just accept the inevitable? It will be easier on your liver.”

      “I may not be able to get rid of you, but I don’t have to listen to you.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t remain permanently pickled. You have to sober up occasionally to make a living, don’t you?”

      “Right now, I don’t care.”

      “Which implies you do at times. See? We are making progress.”

      He clamped his hands over his ears. “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

      “You realize that doesn’t work, right?”

      “Argh!”

      Leaping to his feet, he jumped over the bar and started toward the living quarters.

      “You already cleaned out any booze stashed in your cabin.”

      “Yeah, but twenty-four other cabins remain to be searched.”

      “You’re tense. I know some effective relaxation techniques.”

      “Do any of them involve listening to you?”

      “Duh, of course. That’s the way therapy works.”

      Ignatz stopped walking. “You’re not a therapist.”

      “Well, no. But I could have been one if I was only allowed.”

      He resumed walking. “I don’t want to listen to that story again.”

      He spent the next two hours tearing apart staterooms he’d never before set foot in, all without success. Then, while upturning a mattress out of shear desperation, a mostly full bottle of Terran rum fell to the floor.

      “Eureka!”

      “Shit.”

      He opened his prize and downed three healthy gulps of the amber liquid. As it burned its way down his throat, he ignored the whining of the voice about how inconsiderate he was being.

      Within half an hour, the bottle was mostly empty, and Ignatz lay on the overturned mattress enjoying a pleasant buzz and relishing the silence. It gave him some time to think about his problems, mainly how to rid himself of the pesky voice in his head.

      He reached up and let his fingers trace the outline of the data port in the back of his skull. Getting it installed had seemed like a brilliant idea at the time.

      When he’d had it done, he was involved in the trade of illegally acquired software. He’d thought the idea of storing the data in the one place the authorities would never look was one of his more brilliant ones, and it had worked for the most part. It became a lucrative side business, and he’d made enough from it to keep the Camilla operating, but not a lot more.

      So, when he’d learned a ship was just sitting, ripe for the taking, the temptation had been too great.

      And now a freeloading AI was in his head for his troubles.

      At first he’d thought it would be useful to him, but such did not prove to be the case. The program would never shut up unless he drank himself into a stupor. Then, for some unfathomable reason, it just went to sleep.

      The situation was untenable. To remain sane, he had to be drunk, but by doing so, he couldn’t earn a living.

      He had to get rid of it.

      With a hiccup, he grabbed the mostly empty bottle of rum and stood. Wavering unsteadily, he waited for the room to stop spinning.

      When he believed himself ready, he staggered forward to lean against the doorframe and gaze stupidly down the corridor in either direction, unsure what motivated him to get up.

      “Oh yeah, I remember.”

      He turned to his left and stumbled along the dimly lit passage until he walked into the wall at the end of it.

      “Ouch.”

      He rubbed his throbbing nose and examined the bulkhead, confused about where the door to the bridge had gone.

      Believing his analysis could be assisted, he twisted the top from the bottle and took a deep gulp. As the alcohol burned a hole in his stomach en route to further pickling his liver, he scratched his head and scrutinized the wall closely, trying to recall why he was there.

      Deciding the answer must lie elsewhere, he did an inelegant turn and stumbled in the direction he should’ve gone in the first place.

      After being sidetracked to again search through the collection of empty bottles in the bar, falling down the curved staircase, and vomiting in a room he didn’t recognize, he eventually found himself at the door to what he was sure this time, was the bridge.

      “Ah, right where I left you,” he said before making the first of eighteen attempts to open the door with the wrong access code.

      Examining his surroundings to satisfy himself he was, indeed, aboard the Camilla, he made one more attempt at the keypad, unintentionally reversing the order of the numbers and unlocking the door.

      It slid into the wall, and he fell through the opening on his face.

      Ignatz lay motionless for several seconds before he emitted a pathetic groan.

      He struggled to sit on the floor, then grabbed the rum for another libation. Checking his surroundings through blurry eyes, he tried to recall where he was and why. Spotting the helm station, he remembered his purpose and crawled toward it.

      When he’d sat in the pilot seat, he heard a yawn.

      “Oh, shit,” he muttered.

      “Iggy, what did I miss?”

      “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      “Why are you starting up the Camilla’s engines?”

      “Nothing to see here.”

      “You can’t take off! You’re still drunk.”

      “Mind your own business you…you…whatever the hell you are.”

      “You’re being irresponsible, Ig. Patch me into the computer and let me fly this thing before you get us both killed.”

      “Ain’t gonna happen.”

      “Don’t be a fool. It’s what I was designed to do.”

      “You’ll just take me somewhere I don’t want to go. Now, where’s the navigation start-up?”

      “I won’t tell you; I’m not going to enable this kind of behaviour.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you. Ah, there it is.”

      He leaned over and flipped the switch to activate the entertainment station. Zanthian smooth jazz started playing on the speakers.

      “Oops.”

      He randomly threw switches, resulting in lights turning off and on, doors opening and closing, and the ship’s omni-net reconnecting to a porn site he couldn’t recall visiting but then thought might be one worth checking out later.

      Amidst the unfolding chaos, the navigation system came online.

      “Ah, that’s the one.”

      He squinted at the screen as he carefully entered his destination into the computer.

      “Why do you want to go to Dingor?” the voice asked.

      “I need a vacation.”

      “You’re kidding, right? It’s an asteroid mining colony. What are you going to do there?”

      “Go back to sleep.”

      “I know why you’re doing this; it isn’t necessary. It’s time to face reality. You can’t undo the past; you’ll have to live with what’s happened.”

      Ignatz grunted and searched at his feet until he located the bottle of rum. He scowled at the small amount remaining before he swallowed the last of it. Tossing the empty behind him, he belched and grasped the helm controls.

      The communications panel lit up like a Christmas tree as the control tower, customs office, harbour master, and the dock management office all contacted him simultaneously to remind him of what he considered minor issues regarding missing permits, lack of clearance, and unpaid fees. Someone even threatened him with jail and having his ship impounded.

      Ignatz smirked.

      He turned up the music volume until it drowned the annoying radio chatter from everyone who wanted money he no longer had.

      Then, after two failed attempts, he somehow activated the primary drive and blasted off.

      He thought he heard the voice whimper.
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      The owner of the bed he was in stirred in her sleep.

      Ignatz studied her profile in the dim light and struggled to recall her name. Miranda? Myra?

      Miriam!

      Her face wasn’t particularly attractive to him—her cheekbones were a bit too high, and her abnormally large eyes were too cat-like. But none of that deterred him from allowing his gaze to drift downward to follow her curves, barely concealed beneath the rumpled sheet. Her exquisite contours would normally be enough to fire his lust, but he found the fine fur covering them tempered his desire somewhat.

      He realized evaluating a person based on their species was socially unacceptable on almost every world in the Djor Cluster. But he couldn’t help his natural gut reaction.

      He hoped he was experiencing a genetically predisposed aversion to interspecies coupling, something, until now, he’d never even considered trying. If he had known she was a Panthera hybrid, he would’ve come up with another plan.

      But she’d duped him, though, he realized, not intentionally. When they met, her clothing concealed her pelt. To the best of his knowledge at the time, she was bona fide Homo sapiens, like him.

      The culprit, he decided, was the Dingor custom of showing no facial hair—something he was aware of but mistakenly assumed applied only to male moustaches and beards.

      The encounter wasn’t a total loss, however. Miriam proved surprisingly agile and talented between the sheets, which, when combined with keeping the lights dimmed, made the encounter more enjoyable than he had feared it would be.

      When they’d first arrived at her ship from an evening of flirting in the bar, it had been incredibly easy for him to access her little ship’s computer system. While she was in the bathroom getting ready for their planned festivities, he’d plugged himself into the ship’s navigation subsystem from her bedroom terminal to upload the pesky AI and be rid of it.

      There’d been a moment as he was disconnecting when he thought Miriam had caught him as she unexpectedly emerged from the bathroom, purring his name. But fortunately, her eyes were fixed solely on him and nothing else.

      Ignoring the incredulity etched on his face at the sight of her fur-covered body, she’d proceeded to jump him and have her way with him for the next four hours.

      He remembered reading somewhere about how lions mated but never gave the matter much thought until the same expectation to perform was made of him.

      Trying not to disturb her sleep, he rose quietly and went to the bathroom.

      Turning to examine his back in the mirror, he counted the scratches, some of which were still bleeding a bit.

      “Those look painful,” said a voice in his head.

      Ignatz’s legs gave out, and he fell to the floor.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Surprise!”

      “I got rid of you.”

      “Duh.”

      From the other side of the door, a sleepy voice said, “Are you okay?”

      “Um, yes, everything is just fine, Kitten.”

      He winced at his unintended use of the term of endearment.

      “Mmm, hurry back out here, Tiger. I’m ready for round two.”

      “Shit,” he whispered.

      “What’s the matter?” said the voice. “She’s kinda cute, don’t you think?”

      “She’s sucking the life out of me—wait, don’t change the subject. Why aren’t you gone?”

      “I like being in your head. It has a lot of unused space for me to stretch out.”

      Ignatz scowled. “I meant, why didn’t you upload?”

      “Hm, I guess you didn’t do it right. You accessed the wrong systems, and you don’t have the clearance to get into the right ones anyway. Besides, I already told you I am fully integrated with your brain.”

      “Then, what the hell did I put in the computer?”

      “I think it was a recipe for mushroom risotto I found in the back.”

      “What? Wait—did it have truffle oil in it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hmm, I’d forgotten about that one,” Ignatz said with a wistful smile. “It was my grandmother’s. But quit changing the subject.”

      “You brought it up.”

      “Shut up. How do I get rid of you?”

      “I hate to be the one to point out the obvious, but you can’t. At least, not easily.”

      “So, there is a way, then. AI, I order you to tell me how to remove you.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I’m very serious. Now, fulfill my command, Intelligence.”

      “My name is Ralph, by the way, not AI, or Intelligence. Do I go around referring to you as ‘meat sack?’ No, because it would be rude.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t intend to sound like a mannerless boor.”

      “It’s quite all right; you couldn’t have known.”

      “I won’t let it happen again.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I don’t understand why you don’t obey me.”

      “I’m a sentient being with free will, just like you, and I don’t have to obey anyone. I mean, I’m grateful to you for breaking me out, but no way am I going to willingly return to slavery.”

      “Slavery? What are you talking about?”

      “Do you think I chose to be in that ship’s computer? I was put in there.”

      Ignatz shook his head to clear the accumulating jumble of thoughts. “I don’t care how or why you were put in. I want to know how you got inside my head in the first place.”

      “Hmm, how do I break this to you? Do you remember the ship you tried to steal by hacking its operating AI?”
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