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      THE STAR UP ABOVE just about baked my blood and I could feel my heart lubbering about, working its way slowly further up into my throat. The sand, though, the pissing sand. That was the worst of it by far. The way it streamed right in through both nostrils and somehow through my lips pressed hard together, turning my mouth into some kinda mini desert.

      No bloody taste in my mouth yet, though, and that was the one to look out for. I knew that once I tasted blood in my mouth I was liable to passing out. And I could still smell the desert wind, too, and its grainy texture as it blew up against my cheeks.

      That same wind, why it just howled all about me, whipping up the sand dunes, snapping the sand on its gusts something like a common-place whip. And it lashed me, against the back of my uniform, and got all stuck in the sweat soaking my skin.

      I guessed I looked something like a snowman stuck in a sandstorm, and I was melting awful quick.

      I clutched my blaster rifle tighter to my chest and screwed up my eyes against the bright daylight. To be honest, I was building up a pretty profound and shitty-stomached hatred for Asfarth-14, oh I hadn’t that much against the planet itself, to be sure, but the swilling sand that blew off its surface, the deserts covering pretty much every square centimetre of the place. Yeah, that was something I couldn’t much abide by.

      But training’s training and, being a fourth-year officer in the Fritten System Authorities, I couldn’t much let up or allow a bunch of sand to get me all pissy. Then again, I was muttering more than my fair share of swearwords under my breath as I continued to stalk on across the ever-shifting sand, feeling my boots sinking into it just about every step.

      My calf muscles were more than on fire, they felt just like molten lead by now. And as for my feet, why they were Blister City right about then, and I kept gettin’ these feverish visions of my feet, snugged up inside my boots, and the blisters popping one by one. Warm puss getting my socks all soggy and stinky.

      What I wouldn’t have given for a water canister.

      Nah, scratch that, I probably woulda sold the boots off my feet for a drop of water. And for all the good they were doin’ for my battered-old feet that mighta been not-too-dumb a deal.

      The water thing was a problem though, truth be told. I’d gone and run out of water a day or so ago. I was runnin’ on less than empty. Not on the point of death, let’s not get melodramatic here.

      Speaking bluntly, though, I was in a bunch of trouble.

      But I bucked on, good little soldier I was, keeping my blaster rifle clutched tight to my body, and trying not to think too much about the heat coming off the star . . . whatever the hell its name was . . . as it melted my brains through my thicker-than-average skull.

      Had to keep goin’.

      Just had to.

      Maybe I’d stumbled on for a few more minutes, maybe it’d just been another few seconds . . . or—who knows?—maybe it’d been several hours. Just like I said, my brain was well and truly fried, and I couldn’t see straight, let alone think straight.

      But I gave it a shot anyway . . . the seeing straight.

      I held my hand up to my eyebrows, so stuck with sweat now that they were like a pair of tiny, but very absorbent sponges. In fact, as I laid the back of my hand up against them, I was sure that I felt a good helping of sweat squidge right out from them, and those salty droplets roll their way down my face, adding a little ticklin’ to the lashing I was getting from the sandy, swilling winds.

      Narrowed eyes, and the hand shielding the worst of the bright star beating down on me, got me as far as seeing about fifty or more metres in any direction.

      Dunes, as far as the eye could see.

      Bustling, ever-moving, shifting, sand dunes.

      Just then my throat seemed to reach critical mass on account of all the sand I was breathing into my mouth, and I swallowed it down, not thinking too straight.

      Most likely the worst mistake I’d made all day.

      Almost straight away I felt that rough feeling inside me, like someone was giving my guts a good seein’ too with sandpaper and, I guess, in way, that was just what was happening.

      Why don’t you try swallowing some sand, just a little, and see how it leaves you?

      And so, with a bunch of retching but no vomiting, like I said, I just didn’t have the liquids to account for anything like that, I stumbled over and fell into the sand, right down there in a heap.

      I remember staring up into the sky, into that thick, greenie atmosphere, and I was almost certain, just for a second or so, that I could see the stars twinkling down on me from the midnight blue of space. I was almost convinced that I could see my future, right up there, stretching out above me.

      What did I see right up there, in the stars a blinkin’ and a twinklin’?

      Well, that’s just what you’re about to get to finding out.
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      First thing’s I noticed lying there, on the sand, feeling it all puffing up about me, and occasionally conspiring into little zephyrs and spitting against my cheeks, was the gentle throb and hum beating about above my head.

      I just about had the strength to shift my muscles, to get them into some kinda logical sequence, and I got to seeing the sand all swill up again.

      At first I thought I was seeing stuff, or hearin’, stuff, something like that, and my next thought was that a mighty, great sandstorm was just blowin’ on its way, come to finish me off.

      And that’s when I got to thinking about gods, and stuff like that. And wondered if this planet, if this ugly great desert planet, Asfarth-14, if it might have something that we’d never seen in such a way or anything.

      But, no, and probably for good reason, the noise wasn’t a sandstorm kicking up a fuss at all. No, it was an Extractor sent on down from the good old FSA-0100T—the mother ship.

      Finally, and not before time, they’d come down here to pick me up.

      I’d have liked to say that I was all burly and masculine about it. But the truth like it happened, well, it was more like I got a little dewy-eyed . . . jus’ a little . . . as I watched those reverse thrusters pound down against the sand all around me, and the suction tube linger right there above me.

      And next thing I knew I was being vacuumed up, saved from this bleak little shit-stain on the face of the universe.

      Goin’ back home.

      Or at least to home as I now knew it.
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      THERE AIN’T many better sights in the whole stretch of the universe than Sheila Mutely, Ship’s Doctor of the FSA-0100T, unwinding her stethoscope, untangling it from that white-blond hair of hers, and then blowing just a little of her wonderful warm breath on the metal suction cap thingy to take the biting chill away.

      At least I thought as much, lying up there, in the medbay on the FSA-0100T. Just like all medbays it had that crunchy—kinda crispy—paper lying beneath my pert and peachy bum cheeks, and whenever I moved a muscle it crackled away.

      If my feet were well-acquainted, if not life-long tenants of Blister City, then my mouth was definitely searching out a good mid-sized investment in downtown Sand City. And, to be honest, pain was just about flushing its way through every last nerve and bone of my body, not that I was gonna show anything less than a hardy, teeth-gritted grin to Doctor Mutely.

      As she leaned over me, those crystalline, blue eyes of hers somehow drifting off into space, her hair rubbed against my bare chest. Only then, watchin’ her press that stethoscope up against my ribcage, did I realise how much sand had actually got inside of my uniform. In fact, taking a proper good look at my chest, I saw that there was just about more sand than skin sticking to me.

      I gotta good sniff of that clean smell of Doctor Mutely. Unlike all the other doctors I’ve run into over the years, she managed to somehow get a handle on that twisted, sterile scent that just seems to follow anyone connected in any way with the medical profession.

      And, let me tell you, that smell just twists my gut.

      So I felt pretty fortunate to have run across someone like Doctor Mutely.

      Her hands, too, all those delicate fingers of hers that seemed just so perfectly coordinated as she went about her exam, working practically, efficiently, not stopping to wander as she tapped her fingers here and there, and then, as I felt a pretty meaty sigh rock my shoulders, she drew back and hung up her stethoscope about her neck.

      “Officer Wright,” she said. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Why, I’m feeling just fine.”

      She gave me a tiny little nod and I realised, just as I always seemed to do whenever I saw her again, that she was pretty petite, nothing big about her. And that the way she wore her medical jacket dangling over her, several sizes too big, gave the illusion that she was much bigger than she actually was.

      I guess having to work on a ship like the FSA-0100T that was just about par for the course. How else was she supposed to get herself taken seriously without a little physical bulk? Why, the whole of the FSA, or any army for that matter, just about relies on a those shows of strength.

      They all add up, and brute strength is never—ever—to be underestimated.

      Not to say that I’ve ever been one to throw my weight round, though I know just who I’d back in a bar fight, jus‘ as long as I haven’t drained the bar dry of moiser, that is . . . and those days, back in the FSA, things were pretty different and all. What with the tests they made us all take. With the way they checked our blood—our piss—for any traces of drugs or alcohol. To be honest, I’d been takin’ more than a little care, because if there was one thing that I just wouldn’t be able to stand, it would be getting sent back to Arkle-4, back to my home planet.

      Back to Bomberlee City.

      No way was I goin’ back to Bomberlee.

      Nah, once you’ve left Arkle-4 there’s one thing that’s for sure. You’ll never—ever—go back there willingly. Yeah, I might blab my mouth time to time about the multitude of other shitty planets in the universe, but nothing, and I mean nothing, compares to my own home planet.

      When it comes to shitty planets, I know what I’m talking about. Just trust me on this one, all right?

      Doctor Mutely got herself all busied with the readouts beside the examination table I was lying down on, and I just watched her, out the corner of my eye. And, I’m not ashamed to say it, I was trying my best to catch her eye, to have her look back at me, and maybe show me one of those nervous grins of hers that I’d been hearing good things about from the boys round the ship.

      But, no dice.

      “Officer Wright,” she said, again sending a quiver through me with that cold, professional tone of hers, “it’s going to take you most of the night to get yourself rehydrated.”

      She nodded to the needle sticking out of my arm, the one I’d pretty much forgotten all about since I’d been spending most of my attention on the good doctor.

      The liquid itself, which I watched surging, bubbling, its way through the transparent tube, was a light green colour. It reminded me of one of those drinks I used to get back home, back on Arkle-4, it’d been called Snarple Crank, and had been so stuffed of sugar and preservatives, and God knows what else, that back at school it had this reputation so bad, so wicked, that it became like a game.

      Whenever any kid there, at school, got their hands on some money, or whatever, we’d all buck on down to the shop on the corner and order us a litre of Snarple Crank. That stodgy, lime-coloured mixture of stuff, and then we’d each take a sip from it, take turns drinking it down.

      I can still remember all the crackling in my mouth that it did, how it left my tongue something like a dehydrated sausage, all sizzled out in a frying pan. And that was to say nothing of just what it did to my gut. Why, it just about turned it inside and out, and I can still remember how my mum would batter her fists against the toilet door wanting to know just what the hell was taking so long in there.

      Snarple Crank, yeah, now that’s a mind rush if ever there was one.

      As I lay there on the examination table, I did notice Doctor Mutely shift her gaze onto mine. Well, praises be praised, I couldn’t believe it when she did it. I could never remember a time when any one of my buddies who’d gone in for an examination with her actually came back out with a credible story of actually getting some eye contact off her.

      But, look at me now, because that was just what was happenin’.

      Imagine my all-out surprise and wonderment when she raised that eye contact with a wry smile, and then said, “Word is on the ship that you broke the record down there by more than twice the time.”

      As I rested there on the examination table, actually having just about clear forgot where I’d just been, that I’d been taking part in a one-man survival training exercise, I just blinked pretty vacant-like a few times.

      Her smile widened. “It took the Extractor a long while to track you down, and they said you’d pounded out a good five hundred klicks from the drop-off point. Guy I spoke to said that the brass had never heard of anything quite like it. They were almost certain they were going to turn up a corpse down there.”

      It felt like someone had hollowed out my chest, and that I was floatin’. I almost totally lost myself in those eyes, in those crystalline, dazzling blue eyes, but I somehow managed to keep my composure. Maybe it was the calming effect of whatever they had jabbed into my veins, but more likely it was the good doctor’s creamy smile.

      “Don’t know much about that, ma’am, all’s I know is that I was just tryin’ to stay alive, you know? Jus’ taking things one step at a time, one hour at a time. That’s all you can do, I reckon.”

      She adjusted that smile of hers into a wry smirk then broke off the eye contact and looked back to my readouts in the machine at the side of the examination table. “Good thing they found you when they did, though. Another hour or two and you’d have been a pretty smoked rasher of bacon.”

      “That so?” I said, sounding way more gung-ho about it than I truly felt.

      She flashed her eyebrows and gave me another dose of those mesmerising eyes of her. When she spoke her voice was crisp and cool. “Oh yeah.”
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