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      When Neptune said I fought like a girl, I did the only respectable thing. I hit him. That’s not to say it’s a good idea for dropouts from the space academy to strike their newly-appointed superiors, but in this case, he deserved it.

      In the two versions of the story that will be told of the incident, at least one will contain the fact that technically, I was in training. Technically, the only reason we were on the helipad on the corner of Neptune’s property was because the helipad was a convenient place to practice. Technically, I was being paid a small sponsorship fee to test the durability of new uniforms designed for Moon Unit Corporation, and technically, the only way I could fully know if the uniforms were durable were to see how they held up when I threw a punch.

      Neptune’s version might include slight variations.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I am a girl,” I said.

      Neptune was bigger, older, and more experienced than I was, and he probably had more important things to do than spend the day teaching me defensive maneuvers. But never graduating had left me with relatively few channels to advance my learning.

      After Moon Unit 6 returned from Venus, Neptune contacted me via the comm device implanted in my ear and offered me free room and board in exchange for lessons to pick up where my interrupted education had left off. I’d dropped out when my dad was arrested so I could help my mom with the family dry ice mines. Neptune’s offer to teach me gave us both something of value. I’d accepted, more for me than for him. I’m selfish that way.

      “You know why you were almost incapacitated on our last moon trek?” he asked. “Because you dropped your guard. You thought size and skill were enough to beat your enemy. You fought fair. You fought like a woman.”

      “Oh, so now I’m a woman?” I countered. “I grew up fast.”

      It wasn’t that Neptune treated me like a girl or a woman. He treated me like a student. And most of the time I was okay with that. But the voice in my head that I didn’t want to listen to wondered why someone like Neptune spent time training someone like me. It was a voice that hadn’t had much to question since my dad was arrested.

      Any attention paid to me usually had strings attached. Retribution for my dad’s crimes, or the novelty of my half Plunian background in a world where lavender women were now rare. More than once I’d fended off advances when I saw where they were headed. I developed a thick skin and narrowed my social circle to a very tight group.

      But despite the fact that Neptune was a muscular wall of taciturn authority, or maybe because of it, I was attracted to him. I doubted it was the black military-issue cargo gear he wore (did he buy his clothes in bulk?) or the intimidating stance he’d perfected long before I met him (arms crossed, feet shoulder-width apart). I’d never been attracted to men in power—in fact, power was a pretty tried-and-true turn-off. I didn’t know what it was about Neptune that made my lavender skin glow at the least opportune times. I only knew it was important to me to prove to him that I was different. Today, different meant throwing a non-girly punch.

      He grabbed my wrist and closed my fingers into a fist. His hand was twice the size of mine—tawny against my lavender coloring. “You have to toughen up, Stryker. You’re smart, and you learn information fast, but instincts don’t come from a book.”

      “I learned how to fight by an accredited Hapkido master. Or have you already forgotten that I dropped you with a sweeping kick because you underestimated me?”

      He let go of my fist and pointed at me. “Don’t let that go to your head. Success is built on failure. If you learn anything from these lessons, learn that. Failure is your friend.”

      “I thought failure wasn’t an option? The flight director of Earth’s space shuttle program said it, right? His biography was required reading.”

      “You didn’t read the book. That’s a made-up quote from a movie script. The flight director liked the line so much he used it for the title of his biography. Lesson number two: check your source. I thought you knew that by now.”

      I didn’t tell Neptune that I hadn’t read the book because the course took place after I dropped out. I’m pretty sure lesson number three is to keep your weaknesses to yourself.

      “Repeat it back to me.”

      “Blah, blah, check your source.”

      “Repeat what I told you about failure.”

      “‘Failure is my friend.’”

      “Remember that.” He turned around and walked a few feet away from me and then turned back. “If you think you can fight because you dropped me—once—then you’ll get complacent. Don’t forget what happened the last time you got complacent.”

      How could I forget? I almost died. It didn’t help that the fight had been four against one or that my oxygen supply had been cut off, rendering me helpless. My opponents knew my weakness and used it against me. Nothing fair about it. I didn’t want to admit it, but Neptune was right. I’d falsely assumed I could defend myself without too much effort, and my false sense of confidence had worked against me.

      “Go again,” he said. He bent his knees slightly and prepared for my attack. I swung my arms forward and backward, giant half circles to limber up my shoulders, and felt a seam tear. “Hold on. Uniform malfunction. Moon Unit Corporation thinks they can cut corners by using a different supplier, but the last six uniforms I tested fell apart.”

      “Where?”

      “Shoulder.”

      “Turn around.”

      I turned and pointed to where I’d felt the split. “What am I supposed to tell them this time? ‘Looks good but you can’t throw a girly punch’?”

      I felt Neptune tug the split fabric together. Even though I wasn’t looking at him, just the graze of his fingertips against my shoulder blade made me flush.

      “Why are you wasting your time with uniforms?”

      “Someday the name ‘Sylvia Stryker’ will be synonymous with space uniforms. After our trip to Venus, the publicity company who planned the hype around the Moon Units contacted me to wear test their prototypes. It’s a little cash on the side between treks and all things considered, I can use the money. I can’t crash here forever.”

      I knew Neptune wouldn’t pursue the conversation. He understood my predicament: no planet, no family, no home. He was with me the night space pirates destroyed everything I’d ever known. The only reason I agreed to train with him was because there’s a certain security in spending time with someone who prioritized silence over small talk. I could learn a lot from Neptune and I knew it.

      He could learn from me too. I wasn’t sure he knew that. Yet.

      Neptune’s loner lifestyle suited him, but I was glad that he begrudgingly allowed me to coexist on his property. Not one to mooch, I made sure to bring what I could to the table. Enter Mattix Dusk, space courier (and my Hapkido instructor) who traveled between the thirteen colonies under Federation Control, to pick up and deliver anything that needed to be picked up or delivered. I introduced the two men and they worked out a mutually acceptable deal. Mattix had use of the helipad and a place to crash while on the Kuiper Belt. Neptune had access to Mattix’s courier contacts and suppliers. And for the foreseeable future, I had not one but two mentors who could further my education.

      Where Neptune was tall, tawny, and solid muscle, Mattix looked like a piece of worn leather in loose-fitting castoff clothes. Tanned skin, bleached hair worn in a ponytail, and ragamuffin clothes suited him. His job as courier put him in front of shady characters, and he passed along his two most important pieces of advice: look like you have less than the other guy and learn to take care of yourself.

      Whatever direction my lesson was supposed to go was interrupted by a swiftly approaching space pod. I looked at the sky and watched it glide toward us. It was the Dusk Driver, the space pod that belonged to Mattix.

      I smiled and waved while backing up so he could land. As his space pod drew closer, alarm bells rang out from the nearby towers. His speed was too fast. He was going to crash. And if I didn’t get out of the way, I’d burn up in the wreckage.

      Neptune reached the same conclusion before I did. How do I know? When I tore my attention from the incoming space pod to tell Neptune something was wrong, I saw him charge toward me. The impact knocked me to the ground.

      Either Neptune knew what was happening and wanted to save me, or he was trying to make a point.

      From the bank of dirt alongside the helipad, the space pod jerked to a halt and then hovered two feet above the ground. Mattix knew better than to approach at the speed he had, but he’d compensated for the potential accident by activating the ship’s invisible buffer: a two foot “bumper” of static electricity that kept the exterior from contacting another surface. It operated much the same way as two magnets held in close proximity. The dueling forcefields pushed away from each other, making it impossible to touch. Mattix wouldn’t have activated the buffer shield unless something was wrong.

      I scrambled to my feet and, keeping my center of gravity low, approached the space pod. Mattix wouldn’t allow anyone else to navigate the ship without reason, which made what I saw even scarier.

      The ship was being flown on autopilot.
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      I pulled my goggles down to protect my eyes from the clouds of dust swirling around and tried to look inside. The buffer kept me from getting too close. But I didn’t have to be up close and personal to see that the interior of the space pod was empty.

      There were a few reasons a space pod would be flown without a pilot. Return to home base had been activated. Someone else had programmed it for diversion. Or something had happened to the driver.

      There was only one option I liked, and even that came with a slew of questions.

      “What do you see?”

      “The pod is empty. Dashboard panel lights are blinking white.”

      “Random or in a pattern?”

      I squinted through my goggles and waved my hand in front of them to clear away the dust. “Pattern. It’s a message.”

      “Decipher.”

      Neptune was using this as a teachable moment. I turned toward him and rolled my eyes, though between the space goggles and the dust, I wasn’t sure he could see them.

      “Quit rolling your eyes and decipher the message.”

      I stared back into the space pod. The pattern of lights blinked for several seconds and then repeated. After three sessions, I had it down. The ship has been compromised. This is not a drill. Repeat, this is not a drill. Details in passenger.

      Neptune pulled me away from the pod and stepped up to the window. The invisible buffer pushed his legs backward, but his strong thighs countered the resistance. Where I hadn’t been able to get any closer than a foot away, Neptune was right up against the fiberglass exterior.

      “Dismantle the drive,” he said over his shoulder.

      He took this teachable moment thing seriously. I went behind the ship and squatted down by the exterior reactor. Mattix’s pod ran on dilithium crystal rods which were inserted at the back of the vehicle under a hinged panel. The small size of the ship made it lightweight and fast, but it couldn’t travel long distances without the potent fuel source. I used a retractor to unscrew the panel and remove the rod. As soon as it was out of the fuel chamber, the buffer turned off, and the pod fell to the ground. A larger puff of moon dust exploded by my gravity boots and then filled the air. I slipped the mouthpiece to my oxygen tube between my lips and inhaled.

      Neptune, either unprepared or mistakenly believing he was invincible, coughed. He jogged a few feet from where the pod landed and leaned over, inhaling less cloudy air.

      One of the main rules of a security team: don’t leave a team member behind.

      I pulled a splitter out from a pocket, fitted it onto my small oxygen tank, and joined Neptune. I held out the mouthpiece and kept my thumb on the button that would split the release of clean air between us. He put the mouthpiece between his lips and I pressed the button. Ha! My own teachable moment! I stood a little straighter and grinned (as much as I could with breathing apparatus in my mouth).

      After a few hits of oxygen, Neptune removed his mouthpiece. “You didn’t act according to protocol,” he said.

      “Oh, come on! You’re catching me up on the lessons I missed when I dropped out of the academy, right? I already know when there’s a threat it’s better to have all team members operating at full capacity than to let one go down while the other takes point. You couldn’t breathe so I sacrificed a moment of staring into an empty space pod to give you some of my oxygen. It was the right thing. Now you’re all better and you can go back to lecturing me. We haven’t missed a beat.”

      “What if there were hitchhikers on the space pod? What if a stowaway was hoping for an opportunity just like that to deboard and get away? What if the ship was wired with an explosive device triggered by the removal of the crystals? What if there’s an emergency on board and you lost valuable time giving me oxygen I didn’t need?”

      “You ran away from the pod to get clean air. You needed the oxygen.”

      “I ran away from the pod so I could run diagnostics from a distance.”

      “You couldn’t breathe. Between the space pod and you, I chose to help you. The pod isn’t going anywhere without the crystals. Besides, I already know this was a training mission. You probably had Mattix send his pod back on autopilot to test me. And I did everything by the book—except for giving you oxygen, and I deserve extra credit for that because we haven’t covered those lessons yet.”

      “Stryker.”

      “What? You know I’m right. Admit it. ‘This is not a drill’? You could have come up with something a little better than that. The suggestion that it was a drill is right there in the message. That tells me you have the ability to program Mattix’s space pod. And we just happen to be training next to the coordinates where it landed. Too much coincidence.”

      Neptune towered over me and stared down. He put his hands on my shoulders, holding me in place. He was at least a head taller than me and probably weighed twice as much and even though I knew he was my ally, I also recognized for a moment how he’d gotten his reputation in the galaxy. The dude was intense.

      “This was a mission designed to let you practice disabling a ship. Mattix Dusk agreed to send his space pod back here on one condition. It had to do with the message that was programmed into the dashboard.”

      “You would think if I knew it was a training mission after decoding the message, I wouldn’t have taken it seriously. I’m surprised you even conceded that point. Mr. There-are-threats-everywhere.”

      “Stand still,” Neptune said. He wrapped his muscular arm around me and pulled me into his chest. The contact knocked the wind out of me. With his other hand, he unsheathed his space gun and fired. My face was pressed into his black space militia shirt, and I cursed the fact that half of my oxygen was now running to his mouthpiece because I couldn’t breathe. I pounded my fist on his chest and wriggled away. “Point taken! Now, let me go!”

      He relaxed his arm, and I spun out from his embrace. I turned toward the space pod to see the damage he’d have to explain to Mattix.

      Either Neptune and Mattix went all out in designing a training mission, or Mattix was in trouble. Because lying face down on the dirt halfway between the space pod and us was the body of a dead grey alien. And in his outstretched hand, tattooed with a “1,” was a ray gun that would have vaporized both me and my teacher if given the chance.
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      I recognized the marking on the grey’s hand. It indicated ownership by Omicron Faarstar, the space pirate who had taken over the territories once controlled by the now-incarcerated and terminally ill Cheung Qidd. And Cheung Qidd, in his days of better health, was the space pirate who my dad was accused of colluding with. The literal meaning of Omicron Faarstar was “Star Far Star,” which was a pretty silly name for a space pirate if you asked me. If I ever met him face to face, I wasn’t sure if I’d share that thought.

      “The number on his hand—that’s a pirate marking,” I said.

      “Yes,” Neptune said.

      I shivered. “Is he dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he going to vaporize us?”

      “Yes.”

      I nudged the alien’s hand with the toe of my gravity boot. The hand dissolved into the ground, leaving the vaporizer behind. Watching the alien turn to dust with that little contact made me wonder about the cloud of dust that had swirled around my and Neptune’s legs moments before. I’d always thought of it as moon dust, but it seemed just as likely to be disintegrated aliens. Gotta be honest—that creeped me out a little.

      “Report,” Neptune said.

      “You just kicked some alien butt. I think the lesson plan is over.”

      “Stryker. Focus. What is your assessment? What is your containment strategy?”

      I stood in the Neptune stance, not to mock him but because I’d learned it provided the greatest level of stability and balance when faced with an unknown danger. “Threat level unknown. Presence of one alien confirmed.”

      Grey aliens were like roaches. Where there was one, there were usually more. They lacked individuality and were virtually impossible to tell apart.

      Neptune nodded. “Strategy?”

      “Grey One terminated so known threat has been eliminated,” I continued. “Coded message on dash panel suggests there is intel inside. Suggested containment strategy: bag samples from Grey One. Move space pod to isolation for full equipment inspection. Action plan: find passenger and plan possible mission based on information contained within.”

      Neptune nodded. Once. He switched his space gun to the vacuum setting and held it toward the grey alien’s body. As I watched, the ashy residue of Grey One turned into dust that was sucked up into the chamber of his gun. When Neptune finished, he switched the vacuum setting off and twisted the ring around the gun to lock the contents into a storage chamber until he could have it analyzed in a lab.

      The second parts of my plan—moving the space pod to an isolated point to examine it—would be more difficult. I didn’t doubt Neptune could fly a space pod. I’d watched Mattix do it enough times that even I could navigate in a pinch. But the crystals had been removed, and once they contacted the atmosphere, there was no telling if they’d been corrupted. Reinserting them could introduce an unknown deterioration element into the fuel chamber.

      “Suggest identifying the message before moving the pod,” I said.

      Neptune nodded again. I assumed he’d already thought of that but had kept it to himself to see if I’d catch up.

      Maybe there was something to this whole blacklisted-from-the-space-academy/private-tutor thing after all.

      I approached the pod. I wore black gloves made from a durable and flexible fabric that should have been used on the uniform. I wiped the convex fiberglass bubble and looked inside for signs of “the passenger” the coded message in the dashboard had alluded to, slowly fearing a whole different possibility.

      I turned around. “The code said there were details in the passenger. What if the alien was the passenger? Maybe that whole message was a trap? If Grey One hadn’t aimed a vaporizer at us, we might have trusted him.”

      “Greys are bred to take orders. They execute tasks. They’re the front lines of the space pirate armies. Grey One was marked by Faarstar. If a grey was on Mattix’s pod, then it’s safe to assume Faarstar has Mattix. Grey One was not the passenger.”

      The reality of that hit me. If the grey wasn’t the passenger, then the passenger was still on board. And with no crystal in the fuel chamber, the air quality would have become unbreathable for anyone without oxygen. But activating the buffer zone would have required all oxygen to be off, because a malfunctioning buffer would lead to a crash, and a crash fueled by oxygen would create an explosion.

      Those thoughts materialized in a moment, and instead of asking Neptune for advice or waiting to see what he wanted to do, I undid the release latches for the dome of the ship. When all sixteen latches were open, I pried the dome apart from the base of the pod and flipped it over itself onto the ground. Alien cooties swirled around from the impact. I waved my hand to clear the air and scanned the interior. In seconds, I identified the passenger. A small, white toy in the shape of a cat, wedged underneath the base of the navigator’s seat.
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