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      Another collection of my short stories, each appearing for the first time here.

      There's the quirky, like "Purchasing Prescription Medications on Scad-il-Scaddue", and the more standard, like "In Custody", though of course, that's my own judgement. You might think "Purchasing..." is less quirky than "In Custody".

      Writing a story is always a journey of discovery. What will the characters do? Where will they be? How do they relate to the others? Often the answers are very different to those I'd envisiged when I started the story.

      I enjoyed writing these stories, and I hope that enjoyment comes through in reading them.

      With luck, maybe one or two might even touch your heart. I can only hope.

      Thanks for reading, I appreciate it.

      

      Sean Monaghan - June 2021
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      Jaine Mar took a deep, slow breath of the tangy Phline air and cast her eyes up along the lines of the crystalline alien tower.

      Getting inside that was going to be tricky, that was for sure.

      The Phline city spread out around her. Curved swirls of stony buildings, other towers, the shallow slope of the hardened banks of the wandering canal. The bustle and hum of Phline traffic surged and fell, like the swell of a cluttered, polluted ocean. Bleak gray clouds grew in the distant sky, preparing to roll in and dump maybe a cubic kilometer of water as heavy raindrops. Right now the air was warm, but in a few hours the temperature would plummet.

      A few lazy, drifting aircraft wandered the sky. They looked like pellets. Using some kind of floating drive system still well-beyond human ingenuity.

      Around Jaine, foot traffic flowed. The Phlines were humanoid bipeds, but that was as close as things got. Well, perhaps also the way they stared at her with their purple, slitted eyes.

      Staring seemed very human.

      But then, she was out of place. There were maybe fifteen humans in a city of six million Phlines. Talk about outnumbered.

      A flat plaza at the canal's edge held a market. Filled with bright, flagged stalls serving all kinds of inedible and potentially toxic foods, homecrafts, tools, decorations. Phlines could manufacture anything they needed more easily than humans could—the tech that had built the tower was beyond human capacity—but this was an inescapable part of Phline culture. The markets existed every few blocks in the city.

      A necessary part of their social connections.

      A male stopped in front of Jaine. He was eating something on a wooden skewer. A style lifted from human culture, except that the morsels had legs and entrails dangling.

      "Hooomin," the Phline said, scowling.

      Jaine met his eyes.

      Phline's noses were flat to the point of being simply holes between their brows and their mouths. They had flowing hair, that tended to curls. Their jaws were thick and strong, like some linebacker ready to stare you down. Their teeth were double-rowed, their ears were round, but could move like a cat's, catching sound.

      Thanks to their symbiosis with fungal cells, their skin had a faint tinge of green. Photosynthetic drifts of mycelium, apparently.

      An odd thing. Earth fungi weren't plants and didn't photosynthesize. Here, mixed in the cells of Phline, they did.

      The Phline man smelled faintly of his personal bacteria too. Kind of sweet-pungent at once.

      All that science was way out of Jaine's league. She just wanted to get Dozer back.

      There were tensions, of course. She'd had to bend all sorts of rules to gain passage and set down. There had been several small human annexes around the planet, but most had closed as people left. Fear of things escalating.

      Not that humans stood a chance against Phline tech.

      "Human," Jaine said. "Phline." The standard greeting she'd learned when studying up on coming out here.

      The Phline didn't say anything more. He put the skewer in his mouth and removed one of the pieces. He chewed.

      This kind of thing she had to deal with. The Phlines had never quite forgiven what had happened to their first emissaries to Earth.

      Those dissections had taught humans an awful lot about Phline physiology, but had broken any diplomatic chances. Or at least set them back a hundred and fifty years.

      Hence, a hundred and fifty years later, humans were still barely allowed.

      And those that thought they could outsmart things found themselves, like Dozer, locked up in that crystal prison.

      "Ma aer hoomin?" Jaine said, moving her hands back and forth as if she was playing an accordion.

      I'm looking for a human.

      "Msa msa," the Phline said. "Walk. Three."

      The Phline held up his hand, with two lanky fingers clutched down, three standing up. He moved his whole arm slowly in an arc, as if miming wiping a pane of glass. The three fingers pointed deeper into the market.

      "At ae at," she said. Thank you.

      The Phline huffed at her with his flat nostrils. He took another bite-sized piece from the skewer and moved off around her.
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      The crowds bustled. People jostled against her. The instinctive human rules for avoiding bumping into others in crowded situations just plain didn't work. The Phlines had a different system.

      Someone had said they were more like flocking birds, or sheep. Flowing and moving together.

      Which was fine if you were all going to the same place.

      Jaine crept in closer to stalls. The smells were at once fabulous and disgusting.

      Fried things that looked like dumplings. They glistened in the sunlight. The smell made her hungry.

      Next stall over, though, was all bugs. Plenty of them still alive. And bugs on Phline were a whole new lesson in horror.

      "Ai ai ai hooomin," a stall owner farther down called. She made a fair attempt at a human wave.

      The crowds seemed to part just for Jaine as she headed that way. The stall was filled with hand-braided cord, the strands of which might have originated inside an animal. Recently.

      "Ma aer hooomin?" Jaine said, looking at the woman. Her eyes had yellow and lime green streaks.

      "Ma aier hooomin," she said. She wiped her hands through her hair. "Msa msa."

      She pointed with two fingers.

      "At ae at."

      The woman clapped her hands together, as if congratulating Jaine for speaking well. So hard not to attach human meanings to Phline gestures.

      She headed on and soon found the human stall.

      It felt completely out of place, and fully at home all at once. The stall was a simple aluminum bench, with a folded shimmering tent roof above. Arrayed on the bench were mollusk shells and stones glued together to make little creatures and people. A fat shell for the body, long, thin stones for the feet, and a flat bivalve for the head. The opening formed the mouth, and little plastic eyes were glued on top.

      Two Phlines were picking the dreadful things up and examining them. The pair chattered rapidly to each other. Their smiles were something that humans and Phlines had in common.

      The pair were enthralled and delighted.

      Behind the bench, a man in an old camouflage jacket leaned back in a cozy deckchair. He had a black hat pulled low on his brow and goggles over his eyes. Four days of stubble around his cheeks. A half-filled bottle of something amber in his right hand.

      "Lazarus," Jaine said. "These souvenirs are the worst thing ever."

      He sat up. Pulled the hat back. His eyes were icy blue.

      "So," he said. "You our visitor. Wit da bruther in custody?"
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      Lazarus took her back in behind the stall. On into a dank alleyway narrower than any regular doorway. That led them through to the next street back.

      Phline vehicles rattled by. Low-decked trolleys, with tiny wheels sped along the slick, smooth roadway.

      "Infrastructure," Lazarus said, turning her onto the narrow sidewalk. "Wherevaa you go in the galaxy, you get all dis infrastruc-chaa."

      "Been all over the galaxy, have you?" Jaine smiled to herself. He was a con man, a sleaze, but he did have a pleasant accent.

      "Been to Italy an' here. That's nuff faa me."

      "Have you been here a while, then?"

      "Sixteen yeuhs. Local yeuhs, mind you. So thass, wha? Twelf yeuhs Earthtime?"

      "More or less." Jaine smiled. She had to concentrate to understand him. He'd been here a long time, but then, she did have to concentrate an awful lot just being here. Too much stuff going on. Every single thing was different.

      Lazarus led her along in front of a stone-faced building. It radiated heat. The frontage was jumbled, filled with irregular alcoves, crannies and slots. Lazarus headed up a stairway in one of the wider slots.

      Little puffs of moss grew in the shady corners where the treads met the risers.

      The top of the stairway opened to a flat area, almost a street itself. More buildings stood there in a jumbled array. White construction, with skinny horizontal windows. A few Phlines were about, working on outdoor tables in groups, or just having quiet conversations.

      Lazarus led her into the third of the buildings. No doorway, but a section of wall faded away, like drifting mist. It reformed after they'd passed through.

      "I hear you bruther made some poor deeshons."

      "Deeshons?"

      Lazarus took a breath. "Dee-cisions," he said.

      "Ah. Yes."

      The room held a jumble of bags and boxes. An open doorway led deeper into the building.

      "You live here?" Jaine said.

      "Shore. Six yeuhs now. Comfitble. Happy."

      The room smelled of unwashed laundry and uncooked food. Lazarus beckoned her through the next door. And that room was just as much of a jumble. A bed against one wall was clear, but a table was barely visible under the piles of stuff.

      A box on the corner held a pile of mollusk shells. A twisted and bent tube of glue lay on the edge.

      What was Lazarus's deal?

      "Can you help me find him?" Jaine said. Better to just get what she needed and get out. Leave this man to his collections.

      "Ting wit Phlines is that they don tink the way we do."

      "You don't say."

      "So you need my hep to get your boy back."

      "Brother. And can you help me?"

      "You're a lookin at ma stuff here. You're tinkin that this Laz, he don know a prison from a pretty souvenir."

      "'Pretty' is pushing it."

      "The Phlines like em. They gives me kudos and let me stay. After today, gon go kick ole Laz out. Sen me packin."

      "Oh. You mean if you help me, they'll ask you to leave?"

      Lazarus gave a flick of a nod. He turned and began pulling bags from the pile.

      "Got all the gear you need. All the gear. All the gear."
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      Night. Cold. The chittering sound of insects throughout the city. Little noise from machinery, but the smell of smoke and the trilling sounds of Phline laughter from all around.

      "You know wha yuh doin?" Lazarus asked. "Cos, you ax me, you got youself a big ole world a trouble. Big ole world."

      Despite how very odd Lazarus was, Jaine had stayed with him through the afternoon. Quirky in the extreme, and living in just a junk pile. But he was human. Apparently that counted for a whole lot.

      Somehow she'd even managed a nap.

      She couldn't afford to get cozy, though. Needed to just get up the tower, get in, get out.

      "You don a whole lotta climbin?" Lazarus tapped the corner of one of the bags and it opened up like a time-lapse of a flower coming into sunlight.

      "I've climbed," she said. Three days of simulations in the rec room aboard the crusty old freighter she'd taken passage aboard. Some trees when she was a kid. She wasn't about to tell him that.

      "Figured," Lazarus said. "Soo look heah."

      The opened bag held an array of gear. A gravity belt, ropes, organic suckers, hooks and twist carabineers, shoes, comms gear, a full mesh outfit.

      "Where did you get this?" she said.

      Lazarus shrugged.

      "You had it manufactured here, right?"

      "These Phline can rilly make stuff real easy."

      "And yet you can sell them those..." What was the word? "Those dinky little figurines."

      Lazarus grinned. "They ain't fa sale. You don unnerstann a thing about the Phlines do ya?"

      Jaine licked her lips. "I understand that they locked up Dozer."

      "So, there be the pair a ya, neither one wit a single ounce of unnderstanning. Is he as big an idjit as you? Cos lemee tell ya, that stuff can run inna famly."

      "The Phline are aliens. They—"

      "You the alien here. You. Me. The other twenny or so aroun."

      "They put him in jail. The embassy won't help. I'm taking him home."

      Lazarus raised his eyebrows. "You know what he don?"

      "Not exactly. Got in a fight." No need to tell Lazarus the whole story. Too sad.

      "Phlines don fight. Not their way. They bury you wit their staring eyes. Nothin you can do. They gotta whole diffren way a talking to what we got."

      "He wasn't even here."

      "He kilt a Phline."

      A chill ran through Jaine. "Where did you hear that?"

      Lazarus shrugged as if it was no big deal. "In tha market. They talk. Talk aroun me, as if Imma not even there."
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      It had happened on an asteroid two systems over. Straight line, more or less, back to Earth.

      Dozer had a prospecting license. No matter where you were, with the right equipment it was pretty easy to mine asteroids. High concentrations of saleable materials combined with low gravity. Easily made up for those issues of distance and lack of any atmosphere.

      Thing was, a Phline crew had prospecting rights too. Part of a whole maze of negotiated treaties that were still in the process of development.

      The maze meaning that neither of them knew about the other.

      Dozer set off charges as the Phline crew were setting up.

      A dead Phline equated to a crime committed. Simple as that.

      The rest of the group snaffled Dozer up. Hauled him back here. At least they had the courtesy to notify the Earth authorities.

      And to keep him alive.

      Small mercies.

      And Lazarus knew the whole story. Apparently the Phlines gossiped as much as humans.

      "There are versions of the story," Jaine told him.

      "Don't matter, long as he locked up and no lawyer jumping to his rescue. Who'd know Phline law stuff anyhoo?"

      "Hence," Jaine said, "here I am."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Lazarus came with her.

      The vehicles were absent from the streets. The city was quiet. Two of planet Phline's moons scuttled through the sky, Pala a bright crescent, the other, Elois farther east and closer, a lumpy spot.

      The air was chilly. Jaine's breath formed vapor on exiting her mouth and nose.

      "I don get the Phline on this one thing," Lazarus said. "They don need sleep the ways we do. More lahk dolphins. But they stay indoors at night anyhoo. Not like hoomins. Spen all night party-wise sometime."

      He said human the same way the Phlines said the word.

      The tower picked up light from around and scattered it through the air. Facets made sparkles.

      It took fifteen minutes to walk to the base. Each footstep seemed loud. Seemed to echo from the buildings around them.

      The mesh suit was amazingly comfortable. Adjusted to her shape. How odd that a man like Lazarus should have something like it in his possession.

      Phline construction was heavy and massive. A lot of edifices that seemed like buildings, were really just huge blocks of stone. Exposed from bedrock, or lifted from mountains. Carved to shape. Something size of a city block might have three dwellings, or an office or two—for whatever kind of things Phlines did in offices—carved out, the rest of the rock left alone.

      Atop the masses, as with the little building where Lazarus lived, there were often separate buildings. Sometimes as big as their block, like a kind of plinth, or just as a base for a whole series of smaller buildings.

      The crystal tower loomed over Jaine and Lazarus. Intimidating and solid.

      "Ya go right on up this way here," Lazarus said, pointing left and right, some torturous path only he could see.

      Jaine adjusted the goggles he'd given her. The lenses showed what he was talking about. An overlaid graphic of the way up.

      "Hold ahn tight," he told her. "And Imma gonna wan all mah geah back, right?"

      "Right. You'll get it."

      Did the Phlines have a law about aiding and abetting? Probably. He'd already said they were going to throw him out.

      Jaine strode across to the base of the tower.

      It had a slight overhang for the first ten meters or so. From there it just angled back, straight and sheer to the top.

      "Not too late to give this up," Lazarus said.

      "I'm not giving up."

      "Guess you bruther mus be real special."

      "He can be a twerp. But he has a child. She deserves to see him again."

      "Ahh, kids, huh?"

      "Just the one."

      "Well, that's enough, fa shore. You better go get im." Lazarus's accent wandered. Sometimes he was very clear, other times almost impossible to understand.

      "That's the plan," she said. "Going to get him."

      "Ya know where ta find im?"

      "Yes."

      "How?"

      "You're not the only person I've spoken with."

      Despite the embassy's general lack of assistance, an aide had given her some details. So long as he remained anonymous. It had all been verbal.

      Jaine reached up. She had the organic suckers on her hands and forearms, on her toes, and on her knees. She felt like some mutant octopus.

      Pressing in, the sucker grabbed hold. She was able to lift herself up. She reached and stepped. The suckers held like glue, and released when she reached again.

      Quickly she was up and past the overhang.

      She glanced down.

      Lazarus had vanished.

      Smart. Probably in enough trouble already. No need to get caught in the act.

      Jaine pulled herself on. The mesh suit's belt whipped out filaments. The tips grabbed at the side of the building. It was reassuring. If for some reason the suckers failed, the filaments would hold her.

      At least until some Phlines in a hovering machine came to remove her from the wall.

      She ascended rapidly. A cool wind whipped around her.

      The tower did angle back slightly. Perhaps ten degrees. It was still exhausting work. The suckers made it academic in terms of staying against the building. But she was still lifting herself vertically.

      The tower's face was rough with facets. Were they natural? Sometimes the suckers made gurgling sounds as they didn't quite adhere.

      At around twenty meters above the ground—close to seven stories—she could make out changes in the texture in the face above. A darker area.

      That was where Dozer would be.

      The goggles laid out the path to take. Something in the distance droned at her.

      Jaine hurried on.

      This had to be an in and out. There had been too many setbacks already.

      The filaments grabbed and released as she climbed. There were always a dozen or more adhering to the tower's face.

      Only a few meters to go now. If the information she had was was correct, Dozer would be in there. She could cut through the window—such as it was—and pull him out.

      The drone sound increased. She looked around.

      A small aircraft was moving in toward her. One of the pellet things. There were people—Phlines—upright on the top of it.

      Of course, the aircraft only looked like pellets from below. From this angle it looked more like a dinghy. Afloat on an invisible sea.

      Jaine stopped. The aircraft drifted in.

      To come so very close to retrieving Dozer and be caught, seemed inevitable. It had always been a long shot.

      And now not only would Topaz be denied a father, she would be denied her aunt.

      "Hoomin?" one of the Phlines called over.

      Jaine sighed. She looked up at the darker spot in the tower.

      So very close.

      That's when an explosion lit up the night.
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