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				The room was opulent even by the Dead God standards. Wall hangings of natural fibers in geometric patterns were used as floor coverings. Lush paintings and more natural fiber pieces of art depicting different planetary scenes of flora and fauna hung along the grey metal walls. Metal chairs cushioned with plush foam padding covered in spider silk for the Dead God’s managers, while each Dead God enjoyed lounging couches of material so soft to the touch that many would swear it was fur not woven fabric.
			


				The table held cookware, dishes, and goblets of clay, glass, and wood. No two items the same as the other. Artisanal work, not factory made.
			


				The silent servers were covered in natural fiber loincloths. Each server wore a different patterned material instead of a uniform color, denoting the use of material unique to each slave instead of using just one bolt for all. Several slaves had ribbons woven around arms or ankles, even in their hair. One woman with dark skin and blue tips at the ends of her braids had multiple thin strands of variegated blue ribbons woven through the rings piercing her upper and lower lips. The ribbons pulled the rings together so the woman could not open her mouth to speak or drink. The ribbons tied together at the corners of her cheek, giving her a false smile. The ends of the ribbons were done in complicated braids hanging down past her chin. Each ribbon ending in rare freshwater pearls and tiny gold and silver bells chimed cheerfully every time the woman walked or turned her head.
			


				Chloefina watched the ribboned girl, standing next to Senodices as he reclined gracefully, her head bowed and hands clenched tightly together.
			


				“New slave?” She asked, waving her glass goblet in the direction of the slave in question.
			


				Senodices, smiled indulgently, a hand running down the girl’s bare back, ignoring the shuddering revulsion she hadn’t yet learned to hide. “Yes. A gift from Menodisces. He asked if I would find the time for training. I find that ribbons are good for silence without wastefully cutting out her tongue.” His grin broadened as he dug pointed nails into her inner thigh. The girl tried to scream and back up, but the ribbons kept her pain muffled, and his fingers kept the girl in one place. “As you can see, more training is needed.” Blood coated his fingers as he removed his hand from between her thighs. He held out his coated fingers to another slave, who knelt with a towel and a bowl of water to wash away the mess.
			


				Chloefina laughed, with an edge that made her slaves unobtrusively edge away if possible from their God. “Good luck with the training. Your pens always produce the most docile yet intuitively helpful slaves I have ever had the pleasure of owning.” She tugged none too gently on the honey brown braided hair of the male slave kneeling on the floor next to her couch. Only the other slaves seated on the floor saw his face pale in anticipation of what she might do next.
			


				“You flatter me.” But Senodices was not displeased with the other Undead God’s assessment of his training skills. He inspected his hand for flecks of blood under the nails after the cleaning. The cleaning slave was very thorough. Once Senodices was satisfied he motioned for the ribboned slave and the floor to be cleaned. They all ignored the girl’s tears and muffled sobs.
			


				“It takes knowledge of how to tame a talking tool without breaking them,” Chloefina added, admiring the ribboned slave. “I would love it if a couple of my breakers could undergo training with you.”
			


				“Breaking takes...skill. Not all breakers or Overseers have innate talent. However if you like I would be delighted to train a slave for you, or if you would like I have several who are extras in my household but excellent in all areas from managing to serving.”
			


				Chloefina blinked in surprise. “I would very much accept your generosity. I could use a couple more household slaves.”
			


				Menodisces entered the dining room with only four slaves following. His silk robes as overstated as the room.
			


				“My apologies at my tardiness. My second wife just gave birth to a young girl.” He took his place on the remaining seat at the center of the half circle. His slaves arranged themselves similarly to the other Gods slaves, one behind the seat, one at each end to serve and pour as needed. The one seated would lift any plate upwards so Menodices would not have to lean or lift, while eating. The Gods had only to talk and enjoy the meal set before them.
			


				There were murmured congratulations. “Your dinner was precipitous. Had I known you were going to be blessed with another I would have brought a gift.” Chloefina said, smiling widely, lifting her goblet towards Menodisces.
			


				“Your company is what I craved. However, I am sure my wife would love some trinket or other.”
			


				“She favors brunettes?”
			


				“And perfumes,” Menodisces confirmed as he accepted his goblet.
			


				There was a general chuckle around the diners as the conversation returned to the previous discussions before Menodisces arrived.
			


				“We heard about your world ship being attacked. Were your losses great?” Chloefina asked, a thin veneer of civility covering delight over Menodisces’ misfortune.
			


				“Luckily it was only one small battleship, fleeing from my own than an actual attack.” Menodisces snapped back, lips pressed into a flat line.
			


				“Damn runaways are getting fearless.” Koarrass bemoaned, looking down into a highly carved wooden drinking goblet. “We need to bring them back to the ships. We need to remember what we are fighting!” His fingers touched the tree’s trunk on the goblet as if touching a lover’s face. Trees of any form were usually in growing areas or rare living spaces, hardly large enough to hide the entire six limbed animals as the carving depicted.
			


				Menodisces looked over at his father with annoyance. More silver curls then black these days. Koarrass’ days as a feared fighter had allowed his family to ascend to Gods on the world ship, displacing the former Undead God’s family. Koarrass had kept the former God’s wives, concubines, and daughters for his harem or kitchen slaves while killing all of the male lines of the necromancer. He stepped aside only a couple of years ago for his son, Menodisces to rule the world ship. In exchange, Menodisces kept his father for valued wisdom, though the font of wisdom was running dry as age started to take the formerly vaunted fighter’s sharp mind down grey and blank corridors. Menodisces tapped long fingers on the top of his kneeling slave’s head.
			


				“He does bring up a good idea, the runaways do need to be returned, and we just can’t go head to head with them,” Sendices grunted, spearing a sweet green fruit in light floral syrup with a two-tined silver fork.
			


				“Not even our gladiators can go head to head with one of those four arm monsters they keep.” Choelfina shuddered. She had seen the footage from one of the mines lost to the runaways’ attacks. The mines were a total loss, and only half of the minerals had been saved from ships already in route. Those being loaded into shuttles as the runaways entered the solar system; the mining colony had been either detonated remotely by the overseer in charge or his God. The slave loss from death or absorbed into the runaways had been high, but mine slaves were cheap, counting less than the loss the mineral they mined.
			


				“Poisons would just kill our own.” Chloefina mused. She nibbled on a small round pastry with a dark sweet and spicy meat filling, held at mouth height by a shaved headed petite and pale skinned slave. Her family specialties were rare plants and extracts. Everyone took care to bring tasters to one of her parties. Another slave offered her a drink from a glass goblet. The bottom of the goblet was crackled and colored with beautiful golds and greens, matching Menodisces’ eyes. The comparison was not lost on Chloefina as she admired the drinking ware in her slave’s hands.
			


				“Gas jets set into hallways. Burn their damn fur off.”
			


				“Rather keep them alive long enough to skin. Those fur pelts are just gorgeous.”
			


				“I hear their own Redeyes God skins them when the mood strikes her.”
			


				“Not even we, skin our own just for amusement sake,” Choelfina said indignantly, motioning for a plate of flat round biscuits with a shaving of cheese be brought closer for her selection.
			


				“They do not understand the hardships they have on ships, believing the lies told. They’d rather raid us for supplies than admit their ships are old and dilapidated.” 
			


				“It’s not like we can talk to them to negotiate their return. They just keep trying to steal our ships and developing worlds.”
			


				“We’ve made an attempt a few times.”
			


				“Yes, and only gained one or two ships. A severe loss by that one horrid attempt.” CHloefina grumbled. “A few lost their world ships.”
			


				“The skins and slaves the rest received as gifts before they were taken were nice.” Senodices murmured, into his drink as he lounged back into his seat. A slave knelt in front of him. He ran crumbed and greasy fingers through her thick blond hair before she could raise a moistened towel. He allowed her to clean both his hands when he had finished the primary wiping.
			


				“Not being a fighter, I would seek commentary from those who supply the military with weapons, but isn’t a good percentage of the ship battles hand to hand?”
			


				“Enough of it is. Yes.”
			


				“Back to the idea of poison.”
			


				“It would kill our troops, and trained troops are expensive.”
			


				“Perhaps an antidote to our own, coating weapons and skin so that a touch would be lethal to the unwary.”
			


				“Pfft. They’d have the formula figured out in one go or two at the least.”
			


				“Poisons are like lovers. It’s never good to have just one.” Chloefina said, with a smile, holding her glass out for more wine. The wine was poured quickly, quietly and precisely as she liked from the slave with wide darting eyes behind her seat.
			


				“And when they have all our poisons figured out?” Choelfina said testily, stabbing a tidbit with a two-tined fork. The force was more than the meat and fruit tidbit required.
			


				“How many slaves and lovers can you do in a year?” Came the counter. “We can afford a few losses.”
			


				“They would lose more than us, but every loss to them is far greater than our own,” Menodisces said soothingly, to keep either woman from becoming overly angry. Ships at war would hamper his plans at this juncture. Later perhaps he would flame the engine fire to blow this matter up, but for now a gentle weld along cracks would be more conducive.
			


				“Easier then refitting our planets and ships with jet flames that are just as likely to damage our ships as their fighters.”
			


				“Perhaps traps though, of a less damaging nature.”
			


				“More steel and minerals from the mines.”
			


				“Better profit.”
			


				“Selling the remaining Gods on the idea of this shouldn’t be too hard. With a well-written proposal and cost-effectiveness.”
			


				“Your dinner parties are never boring, Menodisces,” Chloefina said with a smile, leaning over to lay a gentle hand on his arm.
			


				“They can’t all be blood and sex.” He took her hand, saying with a smile, as he kissed her fingertips. 
			


				She favored him with another wide smile, before settling back down into her pillow filled couch. “More fun those. Though this growth plan will be more to my wife’s liking.” Said Senodices. 
			


				“More profit?” Menodisces asked, genuinely curious.
			


				“More dead runaways. She still mourns her first daughter’s death at their hands.” Larentia’s mouth turned down at the memory of the girl’s death.
			


				“A fighter, was she?”
			


				“Yes. Well trained and well blooded. She met her death at the hands of one of those monsters.”
			


				“I think if we talked to a few others who have lost loved ones at the runaways’ hands, we could present a stronger bloc with both monetary and emotional appeal.”
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				The hilt of the sword landed with a thunk, breaking at least one rib on the young God. The four-armed Wolfen didn’t get the cut to her leg, as he side stepped into his opponent, but laid the sword flat on her back, splitting the skin in a long gash. Her seeping blood dried into crystals, as the wound sealed almost as quickly as it was made. Redeyes rolled with the blade slap on her back, a grunt of pain, stumbling two steps desperately getting her sword up to block the next blow. The block worked, but the Wolfen managed to land a closed fist punch to her face with his lower right hand. The sound of bone cracking accompanied the punch. He brought his sword up for an overhead blow that if it landed would have caved in her skull.
			


				Redeyes dropped her blade, diving under his downward sword stroke, coming up under his arms and into his space. She stood face to face with him, giving him no room to position. Once there she fastened both upper hands on his throat, snarling as her broken cheekbones grated. Her hands squeezing tight, feeling his pulse quicken between her fingers. Her lower hands were trying to claw out his heart, held only an inch away from breaking skin and ripping out their target by the Wolfen’s lower hands on her wrists. His lower arms bulging with the effort.
			


				“Hold!” The General’s voice boomed across the vaulted metal room.
			


				The Wolfen dropped his sword to grab the woman’s upper set of arms at the elbows with both of his upper hands.
			


				“Red if you kill him, you’re going to have to replace him,” Collins called, panting from the sidelines, wiping his face down with a synthetic towel. Iarris handed him a globe of water. Her fur as wet and matted as Collin’s hair; both smelling of sweat.
			


				“With fucking pleasure.” The young God snarled or tried to, the words garbling. Her mouth sagged from the broken cheekbones and a half-healed broken jaw bone from a previous pass that morning — a gift from Iarris, re-broken sparring with Nero. Redeyes caught a sideways glimpse of Cratt swinging a metal rod down towards her arms. She moved at the last second, throwing herself backward, rolling, as the metal rod bounced off Nero’s chest. The rod made a resounding thunk like hitting a hollow plastic water barrel.
			


				Nero grunted, dropping to the mat, gasping for air like a fish. Redeyes curled her lip as she stood up slowly, hissing in pain from the broken and cracked bones. Nero’s mouth formed words he didn’t have the air to speak.
			


				“Can’t hear you,” Redeyes said sweetly, giving a lopsided smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Collin’s cuff against her ear caught her by surprise, sending her stumbling to land on her ass, her arms swinging behind to catch her backward momentum with her elbows.
			


				She looked up, tossing bangs out of her eyes, to Collins squatting in front of her. “You’re getting better, but you aren’t learning. And you're being an annoying bitch.” He said.
			


				“How the fuck am I not learning? You assholes beat the hell out of me every damn day.” Slurring snarl. “Broken bones tend to make me bitchy.” A flash of fang in a human mouth.
			


				“You’re avoiding the blows but not learning how to fight,” Iarris said, crossing her arms over her impressive chest. Her tail twitched in short sharp flicks; her lips pressed thin.
			


				“Screw you.” Redeyes snapped, scrambling up. Her head hunching low between her shoulders as her nails flexed, both set of hands loose at her side. She glared at those standing around her.
			


				“Stop.” General Cratt barked out, reaching a hand down to help Nero up. “You’re not concentrating on learning how to survive, only how to win.” Nero took the proffered hand, stumbling while standing up, a lower hand clutching at his sore ribs.
			


				“And?” Redeyes snapped, not taking her eyes off of Collins. Collins gave a slow, easy smile, standing up gracefully to saunter just out of arm's reach. The lone human Guardian to the God.
			


				“Fighting means you are looking to survive, not just kill the target in front of you.” General Cratt said, with a tilt of his head and a look. The look saying she should understand the difference.
			


				Redeyes dragged her eyes from Collins to General Cratt, with a stomp of her foot “What? Aren’t you supposed to…” Collins stepped into her off side, sweeping his leg behind her and pushing her backward with his right hand.
			


				She landed on her ass again, this time with a squawk. “Bastard!” She growled. Redeyes struggled to sit up on her lower elbows, glaring while her upper right hand brushed the sweat out of her eyes.
			


				“Yup. Figured out why you landed on your ass?” Collins asked, leaning down with a casual smile, a gleam in his eyes.
			


				Redeyes snorted, reaching a hand up for him to help her stand. “I took my eyes off you?” She asked, with a tilt of her head and rolled eyes.
			


				Collins reached a hand out to help her up. “Nope, you let me get too close.”
			


				“Ahh.” She said, grabbing his proffered hand. With a hard yank, she pulled him forward, piston kicking him in the stomach for all she was worth. Collins felt the yank and tried to counter by pulling back, but the kick caught him off guard. He flew to the side as she let go of his hand just as the kick landed.
			


				“Hurts doesn’t it?” Nero panted out, sagging against the General.
			


				“You ship fucking…” Collins gasped rolling to his knees, a hand on the metal floor, the other reaching for the disc gun that wasn’t there.
			


				“And that is as far as we’re getting today, cubs,” Iarris said, flicking an ear at the General.
			


				Cratt took the hint from the Guardian. “Iarris set Redeyes’ bones. We’re going to cover ship logistics and politics.”
			


				Iarris walked between Collins and Redeyes, neither taking their eyes off the other. Iarris thwacked Collins on the cheek with her tail as she walked by breaking his narrowed eye contact. 
			


				“Pfft…not how I wanted your tail.” Collins spit fur out of his mouth, running a hand down his face to wipe off sweat-slicked skin, now with traces of Katherian hair.
			


				“Get it how you can, but back off,” Iarris said coyly, looking over her shoulder, with a wink and arching whiskers.
			


				“Hmmph!” Collins did move back, his eyes on the Katherian’s trim ass, the workout pants emphasizing the muscular roundness.
			


				Iarris crouched in front of Redeyes, reaching a hand to touch her cheek. Redeyes flinched. Iarris waited. Redeyes took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She pushed herself up from the floor with both sets of hands, letting Iarris work the bones.
			


				“Sorry,” Redeyes muttered, not looking the other in the eyes.
			


				“I know this is still new to you,” Iarris said softly, as if to a small child, her hand gently touching where the bones had broken. Redeyes’ lips pressed tight, hunching her shoulders a little more. “This does get much easier.” For everyone, was left unsaid by the Katherian fighter.
			


				“Promise? ‘Cause it’s been months and I’m still getting my head handed to me daily.” Redeyes mumbled, through gritted teeth.
			


				“You’re able to sucker punch Collins. That’s pretty damn good.” Iarris said, delicately moving Redeyes’ cheekbones back together, counting to 30 under her breath.
			


				“I heard that!” Collins grated, wheezing slightly still.
			


				“At least you didn’t say I’m not fighting fair.”
			


				“You can’t fight fair. You have to fight to survive and win.”
			


				“But Cratt said survive.” Redeyes heard the whine in her voice. She pressed her lips closed. Her jaw flexing in pain as Iarris pressed on the broken bones.
			


				“You need to do both,” Collins said, coming to the right side of Iarris, in front of Redeyes. “Your life is expendable.” Redeyes flinched slightly but not enough to move the bones in her right cheek. Iarris held the ends together until the bones could hold their own shape.
			


				If Redeyes moved, the bones would heal unevenly. They would need to be re-broken. A messier task than if she just held still the first time. Her bones, unlike a human’s, knitted back stronger along the break line. Redeyes was doing everything she could not to re-break just knitted bones. They’d gone that route once already this month. She’d passed out when Collins had to take a metal rod to her leg at an unevenly healed break point.
			


				“Our lives,” Collins said, motioning with an open hand, taking in all of those on the ship. “Are a onetime chance. You fuck up and lose or don’t see an opening, in a fight, a battle or tactics and we pay that price. You just jump bodies and timelines; the rest of us get a visit from Death.”
			


				Redeyes hung her head, clenching her fist tight enough that her nails broke skin. The sound of crystallized blood hitting the floor sounded loud in her ears, another weird difference between her and every other being on this ship. The memories of her first few lives and the deaths were still vivid.
			


				“Fuck, I thought breaking free of the slavers was hard enough.” She looked Cratt square in the face.
			


				“You got us free Red hundreds of years ago, but now you need to learn more than just how to rip out a throat or throw a knife. You gotta see the bigger picture.” Cratt motioned with his square thick fleshed hands, encompassing the whole ship, alluding to more.
			


				“How…” She shook her head, dark blood red eyes boring into his human blue. “What am I doing wrong then?”
			


				“You’re getting the moves, but we need you to see the openings and the timing,” Nero answered before the General could, as he came from the side, nails clicking on the bare metal floor. He handed her a towel and water. She accepted both, nodding her thanks. No hard feelings for either of them.
			


				Nero patted her awkwardly on the back. “Like Iarris said, it really will get easier for you.” Iarris put her hands on Redeyes ribs feeling for bone movement. 
			


				“Holy fuck!” Redeyes yelped, squeezing her globe of water so hard water splashed over them as the globe burst.
			


				“Think you hit the right spot,” Collins said, wiping water out of his eyes. Amused, he cocked his head to the side, watching Iarris move strong hands along Redeyes’ bruised skin. Blues and purples from today’s hit, some already fading to a deeper yellow and greens.
			


				“I really hate you at this moment,” Redeyes said, between clenched teeth, curling her lips. She squinted her eyes close, scrunching her face from the pain.
			


				“Don’t worry. You get even with him by giving him all the shitty details when he meets an older you for the first time.” General Cratt said cheerfully.
			


				“Oh hells!” Collins' eyes widened and his mouth opened slightly as he connected the dots. “She remembered this far back?”
			


				“Why else would she make you dive into the shit collector to search for those bodies?” Cratt said, tilting an eyebrow at him. “There are other ways to check for corpses.”
			


				“And I thought you were just being a disc eating ship rapist for the hell of it.” Collins snorted, with a shake of his head, looking at the God sideways. He spun on the General “Why the rotting core engines didn’t you say anything?”
			


				“Cause I know Redeyes. She had a reason we just didn’t know why she’s pissing in your playpen.” General Cratt gave Collins a human smile, showing all of his teeth. Predatory and amused.
			


				“Good to know I have a sense of humor when I return to this time.” Redeyes gasped out, as Iarris held the rib bones together for the initial knitting.
			


				“It gets better Red. Now that we’ve broken enough bones time to learn some tactics.” Cratt said briskly with a clap of his hands.
			


				“Ship or hand to hand,” Redeyes asked wearily, touching her cheek. The bones still felt fragile and wiggled a little.
			


				“Both. Once you’ve taken a ship you’re going to have to fight your way through it to kill the Dead Gods.”
			


				Redeyes clambered to her feet to walk to the tables, stopping for a moment frowning. “General Cratt, why do we practice with swords when we have guns? Shouldn’t we be working on more than just hand to hand, sword work and the occasional use of guns?”
			


				Cratt nodded. “You, in this life don’t know this but we’ve tried that route. Got a couple of ships worth of people killed too. We can use guns, but only on small ship skirmishes. As near as we can figure out, on the large world ships, where there are very strong necros or necros who are willing to work together, they can combine their powers summoning ghosts to attack the power cells.”
			


				Redeyes connected the dots. “When one power cell goes, it’ll explode, and if we’re packed too closely, the force of one explosion can take out other power cells, causing a chain reaction.”
			


				“Aye. We do their job for them, killing ourselves. Which is why we do sword work and small guns.”
			


				“Ugh. Does this get any easier? It’s been years!”
			


				“This is the easy part.”
			


				“Shoot me now.”
			


				“Soon enough someone will,” Cratt said, metal serious. Redeyes never lasted more than a few years in any body. Redeyes showed teeth in a humorless smile.
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				“Mom! Toilets are backing up.” Arie called from across the schoolroom. Lauranya looked up from her computer with a sigh of mild annoyance. Her research was at a delicate juncture. The toilet issue was unexpected and unanticipated. Jury rigging had its advantages, but reliability wasn’t always one of them and the timing, irritating.
			


				Lauranya got up from her desk to view the extent of the toilet problem in the nearest bathroom. Flooding would be a major health issue. She walked into the bathroom, surveying the damage. The first thing she noticed was that distinct smell. Lauranya made a face, taking a half step back. Instead of a slight scent of humanity, the room held a strong odor of sewage. There was no flooding, but the water sat at the rim.
			


				“Time to pee in buckets?” Arie asked, behind Lauranya, hands on her hips jutting to the side by almost a foot, exaggeratedly. Lauranya turned to stare at her daughter for a moment, before realizing why the stance was so pronounced. Arie was mimicking her. Lauranya swallowed a laugh before answering. The child had grown so much in these years, a young woman, almost an adult now. The last years in the tower could be measured by the gardens and Arie’s growth spurts.
			


				“Probably, but we need to set up a hose to go outside,” Lauranya said, tapping her lips thoughtfully. She managed to keep a straight face, though her lips kept twitching as Arie pushed out her hips in the other direction with more mimicry.
			


				“Why not the stairwell?” Arie asked, making a broad waving motion towards the other side of their home.
			


				“The one we get our drinking and bathing water from?” Lauranya asked, encouraging Arie to think this decision to a logical conclusion.
			


				“No! Gross.” Arie made her disgusted scrunched up face, aging her in the process before she relaxed back into her features.
			


				Arie looked thoughtful before saying. “How about the one by the growing area?”
			


				“We still draw water from there for the plants.”
			


				Arie looked up with a confused look and a shake of her head.
			


				Lauranya had started to use questions that would lead to the correct answers if Arie did not respond correctly the first time, so she gave the child a few more minutes before responding, “Fecal bacteria.” Lauranya answered the obvious when Arie wasn’t going to get the answer quickly.
			


				Arie’s eyes widen as she made the connection. “Raw sewage is bad. Got it!” Arie nodded her head emphatically, her blond hair flying around her face in her enthusiasm. “Too bad we can’t keep the solids for the compost.”
			


				Lauranya turned back to the toilet, starting to overflow, with a frown. Something niggling the back of her brain. Something important. “We…Let me look. Low water...” Lauranya muttered to herself, hurrying back to the room she used as her lab office. Arie trailed behind, used to her mother’s mutters and tangent half sentences.
			


				Lauranya tabbed to a new page. “Dry toilet. Primitive site. Two part.” Muttering, she leaned over her desk typing, willing the computer to find what she needed by sheer force of will.
			


				“Ah! Here it is!” She stood up with a wide smile, lighting up the room.
			


				“What is it?” Arie asked, looking on with a tilted head and curious eyes.
			


				“For a primitive base, when supplies and growing mediums have been in short supply. There are toilets made to collect urine in the front part and solids in the back, separating the two wastes.
			


				“We could just potty in a bucket and throw it out…”
			


				“No,” Lauranya said, giving her daughter a shake of her head.
			


				“Why not?” Arie tilted her head, puzzled.
			


				“Do you want to be the one to clean up the drips or spills of old waste?”
			


				Arie thought on this, before responding. “No. We already make a mess.”
			


				“I assure you, our mess is much less than if we were going in a bucket. However, we do have the issue of where to go until I can fabricate the new system.”
			


				“That means what?”
			


				“We pee in a bucket for a short time.”
			


				Arie made a face. “Yuck!” She had to think for only a moment before asking. “So what do we do now?”
			


				“Well, first we empty the backed-up toilets with a hose.”
			


				Arie scrunched up her nose, waving her hands as if something nasty had gotten on them.
			


				“Yes, it is. I should stop feeding you, so you do not push out so much waste!”
			


				“Mommy!” Arie squealed. Neither went hungry, but they talked about food all the time — growing, cooking, or new tastes. 
			


				Lauranya laughed at such young outrage. “Now I need to find a hose long enough to dump the waste over the side. And you need to get back to your lessons.”
			


				“Okay, mommy.” Arie gave her a mother a heavy sigh but scampered back to the microscope with a smile. A feather, donated from a chicken, was clipped down for viewing. Arie pulled the two sheets of paper next to her. One for writing her observations, and the other to sketch what she saw at different angles. The artwork and hypothesis were a little crude, but her work showed promise.
			


				The hoses were found in the bottom storage rooms, with a generator for pumping. Lauranya linked the hoses together with clamps then started to drag the appropriate end to the upper deck to hang off the railing. The tail end of the exiting hose hung from the railing, swaying slightly in the breeze.
			


				“No nothing could go wrong with a loose hose and human waste,” Lauranya said, talking to herself with a roll of her eyes. “I will tie that down before pumping. Not good to teach the child lazy workarounds.” Lauranya didn’t head back in immediately though. She stretched in the afternoon sun, soaking up the warmth, watching the brilliant white clouds float by on deep blue skies. She let loose a pent up breath. The air smelled warm and damp, so fresh. Even after so much time, fresh air and fresh water were novelties after growing up on the world-ships or under mining domes.
			


				Shivers ran up her spine, along arms and legs as she looked on the vastness of her new world. Lauranya felt sharp cuts of cold along her spine in fear of the open water. She ran hands over cold arms, her mouth suddenly dry.
			


				The rains had become intermittent, making the nice days outnumber the rainy ones. The waters below were still climbing. Lauranya looked over the stone hip height balusters. Small waves lapped against the building. Her eyes saw a different set of waves. Small ripples, almost like when rain spattered on the top of the water, then a large ripple with a smooth curve of glossy grey blue scaled skin breaking the water. The water smoothed out once more.
			


				Distance played havoc with measurement, but Lauranya did her best to calculate a possible size. The size estimated were not reassuring.
			


				“The new water habitats filled quickly.” She whispered shuddering before turning to hurry back into the perceived safety of the building.
			


				Another round, with a different set of hose, to draw water from the stairwell into water barrels went faster than the waste hose issue. Twenty minutes at a time to fill up the four empty barrels that could last a week for showers and water needs of the people, plants, and animals.
			


				“Mom! The fresh water hose is stuck.” Arie yelled from the foyer. Her words vibrating as they echoed through the rooms.
			


				“Stuck? Fresh water and not sewage hose? Where?” Lauranya called back, projecting her voice to match the depth and timber of Arie’s. She stood, walking to the balcony from outside her lab looking down into the main room.
			


				“Fresh water. Oops. Not stuck.” Arie said, looking down and prodding the hose with her toe.
			


				“Okay.” Lauranya smiled and started to turn when Arie’s next words stopped her.
			


				“It’s clogged.”
			


				“Clogged… Hmm.” Lauranya walked down the stairs and past the planted flats of seedlings, just starting to push green tips through the recently made composted dirt.
			


				“We need to inspect the hose for the clog.” Lauranya chewed her lip. “Do not borrow what is not yours, including trouble.” She said, looking at the dribble of water going from the hose to the barrel. “Okay. Turn off the pump and find a few extra towels. We’ll need to clear out the hose.”
			


				They walked from the hose to the stairwell, inspecting the hose every few inches. Arie carrying the towels while Lauranya crawl-walked, squeezing every few inches. Close to the stairwell, she found a lump…that wiggled. She let go with a startled yelp, landing on her rump.
			


				Lauranya licked sweat dewing her upper lip, frowning slightly. “If it’s not moving on, it probably has barbs stuck along the inner wall. Well, we can try to save the fish first, but that probably is not likely. Maybe fish for dinner?”
			


				“Fish for dinner? Sounds yummy!” Arie stood on the tips of her toes, bouncing.
			


				“I’m sure it does, but first let me see what I can manage here.” Lauranya gently squeezed the hose to find the end of the fish or what was not pointing towards the barrel, roughly 8 inches. The squeezing caused the fish to thrash, jerking the hose from side to side. She tried to push it along gently, but the fish didn’t budge with Lauranya’s prodding.
			


				“Hmmph.” A little irritably.
			


				“Going to have to splice it, mommy?”
			


				“Unfortunately, I think so.” Lauranya glowered at the hose with narrowed eyes and pursed lips. She put her hands on her hips to contemplate her choices. None of the choices were less than messy.
			


				“I’ll get the gripping tape!” Arie yelled, spinning on her heels, running excitedly for the bag of fix-it materials.
			


				“And I will get the clamps and cutters.” Lauranya rose to her feet from bent knees with shoulders straight and arms at her side, graceful in her slowness.
			


				They returned with their supplies, Arie having added a bucket with enough water to cover the fish once they’d freed it from the hose.
			


				“What kind of fish do you think it is mommy?” Arie stared at the hose intensely.
			


				“I don’t know dear. Do you remember from our studies which types might be this small and this lively?” Lauranya clamped behind the fish, an equal amount to its length, stopping the flow of water from even the trickle that had been flowing.
			


				“I might. But won't it depend on if this is full grown or a juvenile? “
			


				“Very good!” Lauranya delicately cut the hose, behind and in front of the lively fish, depositing the squirming hose occupant into the bucket. Next, she pieced the edges of the hoses together with fast setting glue. Clamps and tape holding the hose together until the glue could form a waterproof seal. A small trickle of water had flowed out, which Arie promptly mopped up with a towel, without being asked.
			


				“We will need to let this cure for a couple of days.” Lauranya sat back to admire her handy work.
			


				Arie’s attention was on the water splashing as the fish thrashed in the hose even worse than when stuck in the whole hose.
			


				“Mommy, doesn’t it know we are trying to help?”
			


				“Thinks we are going to eat him.”
			


				“Oh. We are, aren’t we?” Arie said matter factly, a child’s mercurial thought from potential pet to food.
			


				“Maybe. Some fish are too toxic to eat. We will not know until we cut it out of the hose.” Lauranya stood up, observing the small wiggling bit of hose. She picked up the materials to put them back in the supply room. “Arie, take the bucket with the fish into the lab. We’ll do a dissection in a moment.”
			


				“Okay!” Arie grabbed the bucket, managing to not splash on the gleaming wooden floors, by the gods own luck, as she lugged it up the stairs to the second floor lab.
			


				Lauranya arrived at the lab a few moments after. Walking through the door, she noticed Arie crouched over the bucket staring intently down.
			


				“Something interesting?”
			


				“It’s not moving.”
			


				“The hose, the water or the fish?”
			


				“The fish in the hose. It’s not moving at all now.” Arie peered closer, reaching to touch the hose. Lauranya intercepted the hand, with a shake of her head.
			


				“Probably dead. The water is no longer flowing over the gills, not to mention the water in the bucket is stale, not fresh.” Lauranya said, sparing a glance into the bucket as she set up the counter for extraction and eventual dissection.
			


				“Are we going to dissect it now?” Arie asked excitedly, looking up at her mother, her voice rising as she bounced slightly in anticipation.
			


				Lauranya smiled fondly at her daughter. “Yes. We are going to dissect it now.” Lauranya motioned Arie to bring the bucket over to the sink, by the window. Lauranya pulled a cutting board, various scalpels and blank slides from drawers and lower cabinets.
			


				“Can I look at it microscope?”
			


				“Yes, you can look through the microscope once I get the slides prepared. You will need to figure which portions are worth micro-scrutiny and which for general analysis.”
			


				Arie ignored that comment in favor of a more artistic endeavor. “Are we going to sketch?”
			


				“If you like. We need to add to our native plants and animal book. ”
			


				“Yay!” Arie dragged a tall stool over to the counter, watching as her mother took the hose from the water, with bare hands.
			


				“Arie if you would…” Arie had a towel ready, handing it over as soon as Lauranya placed the hose down and turned towards her. “Ahh…thank you, my dear.” Lauranya placed the hose on the dissection tray, wiped her hands, and opened a drawer for her goggles. Arie followed suit, taking a few extra minutes trying to remember where she had last placed them. They were found in the bathroom. Arie had worn them while swimming and churning the dirty laundry in the tub. Soap bubbles still fascinated her. Lauranya merely smiled, hiding her giggle at Arie’s unusual method for inspecting washing clothes.
			


				Once they were both set, Lauranya slipped the industrial scissors along the edge of the hose, wishing for the 100th time for good gloves. She took care not to cut the fish inside. The black ribbed hosing took longer to cut from the thick water tight weave then from the thin flexible coating of plastic liner, and the fish wasn’t quite as dead as originally presumed.
			


				Lauranya cleared enough hose away to see the tail end of the fish; however, the hosing wasn’t falling away from the fish as expected. Frowning, she tried to pull the casing away with her fingers on one side and the scissors holding the other side down. The fish’s skin pulled taught almost ripping. Lauranya stopped, to chew on her lip.
			


				“Yemoja!” Lauranya swore softly.
			


				“What’s wrong mommy?”
			


				“I think…think the fish has barbs in its skin that are stuck in the hose.”
			


				“That’s going to make getting it out harder,” Arie said succinctly.
			


				“Yes, dear. It will.” Lauranya tried for bland but a little sarcasm leaked through. Arie grinned at her mother not chastised in the least.
			


				“I would like to keep the skin intact though that may…” Lauranya huffed in frustration gingerly poking the stuck fish with a finger. “Not be possible.”
			


				She grabbed tweezers and long pins. She pinned one side of the hose then used the tweezers to open the other side, tugging gently. As the hose opened, she tweezed each spine from the hose as gently as possible onto the dissection board. The fish, who did not agree with her ministrations, began thrashing violently. Luckily the spines were only on the back portion along both sides of the dorsal fin; however, the entire process took close to 30 minutes. The fish stopped flailing closer to the start than the end. “Done.” Lauranya breathed, putting down her instruments to look at her work with satisfaction at the cutting board. There were a few tears in the skin, yet the fins and the body were extracted with minimal damage. The vivid blues and gold shimmered even as the eyes turned dull in death.
			


				“It looks pretty!” Arie said in awe reaching a hand to touch the fish.
			


				Lauranya caught the hand mid-way, with a gentle squeeze. “It does look beautiful. I wonder.” She muttered, bending down for a closer look.
			


				Arie leaned over to look closer as well, her hand landing on the metal tray, knocking it over.
			


				“Arie!” Lauranya grabbed for the spilled tools. Her hand reached for two of the spilling items, but her other hand landed in a puddle of water made from the entrapped fish and sodden hose. Her hand slipped out from underneath, unbalancing her. Lauranya made a desperate grab for stability, grabbing the hose instead. Pins, spines, and tines pierced her hand as she landed on her butt, knocking Arie over as she fell. The cutting board clattered to the floor.
			


				“Ouch! Damn it.” Lauranya swore. “Arie are you ok?” She stood slowly, careful of things in her hand.
			


				“I’m ok mommy,” Arie said with a hurt voice, rubbing her butt as she stood back up. “Are you ok?”
			


				“Oww. Think so.” Lauranya pulled pins and the sliced hose from her skin, dropping the waste onto the counter. She looked down at her hand, pursing her lips. There were small pricks in the skin with red aerials surrounding a few. “Hmmm.” She made another face concentrating on the skin rash. Memories of her skin contacted with the poisoned wine from the shuttle flowed through her thoughts like molasses.
			


				“Mommy?” A quaver to Arie’s voice that didn’t register with Lauranya at first.
			


				“What?” Lauranya snapped concentrating on how her hand felt, while gently running a finger over the redness. No spines could be felt. Maybe only a slight allergic reaction?
			


				“You’re bleeding…want me to grab the clean rags and alcohol?” Arie looked into her mother’s face with huge eyes, the child’s face pale.
			


				Lauranya looked down. The fish had hooked into the scar tissue on Lauranya’s calf. The spines were deep enough to cause small trickles of blood, painting her skin reddish pink, pooling around her heel.
			


				Lauranya sucked in a breath. “I cannot feel the spines.” She whispered her eyes as wide as her daughter’s.
			


				“Mommy?”
			


				“Shhhh. I will need to pull the fish’s spine from my skin.” She gave Arie a comfortingly wide smile that didn’t reach her eyes. A lying smile. “It will be fine, baby. Now go and get me those clean rags.”
			


				“Alcohol as well?”
			


				“The cheap drinking alcohol, not the medical grade.”
			


				“Are you going to drink it?”
			


				“I might have a sip, but mostly the alcohol will be poured over the skin. It will be almost as sterilizing as the medical stuff.”
			


				“Then why not the medical grade?”
			


				“Because we might need the medical grade for another major surgery and not something as minor as this.” Lauranya’s voice held steady, calm and even. She looked down with her hands hovering just out of touching distance from the fish, twitching.
			


				“Oh. Okay mommy!” Arie spun on her bare feet and ran to the medical room’s cupboard with the alcohol.
			


				“Well lied.” A voice whispered in her ear.
			


				“How bad is it Jacks?” Lauranya whispered, with a breath that would not have been heard past her lips.
			


				“I don’t know. We never got to study the viral and bacterial, let alone the poison applications, of the fish.” Jacks took a moment before continuing. “I think you may have as much to worry about the poison in the spines causing the numbness as anything living inside you now.” Neither speaking of the virus she’d been infected with from the whiskered cat years ago.
			


				“Comforting.” Lauranya wiped her cheek quickly, shaking her head.
			


				“Comfort isn’t why you asked.” Jacks’ voice faded as small running footsteps could be heard on the wood covered hallway floor.
			


				“Here you go, mommy!” Arie bounced back into the room, holding a dark brown bottle with no labeling and a handful of clean rags. All but one rag wrapped around Lauranya’s ankle, to catch the poured alcohol instead of letting it pool on the floor. The other rag Lauranya wrapped around her hand for protection.
			


				Lauranya took a deep breath and releasing it slowly. “Okay. I want you to pour that over the skin. My skin, not the fish skin. And I will start pulling the fish from me.”
			


				Arie bent down, getting her face close to the wound and the fish but not close enough that Lauranya wanted to flinch back to keep Arie safe. Carefully the child tipped the bottle next to Lauranya’s scar; the chartreuse colored liquid came in a trickle at first then a large spill at Arie poured more confidently.
			


				Lauranya let out a hiss as the alcohol struck the skin where the barbs had sunk in. “Okay sweetie, stop pouring.”
			


				Arie stopped with a questioning look up.
			


				“I need to pull the spines out then we can disinfect a bit more.”
			


				“Okay!” Arie chirped, as she put the bottle on the floor next to her mother’s foot, before bouncing to grab the tweezers just out of Lauranya’s reach.
			


				Lauranya grabbed the fish gently then whispered a quick prayer to Babaluaye while pulling out the spines. The spines held her skin with less ferocity than the hose, but they did not pull out smoothly either. Lauranya’s lips bruised as she pressed her teeth together using the flesh as extra padding and pain stimulation for endorphins. She was drenched in sweat as the last spine pulled free.
			


				This time she put the fish on the cutting board, moving the board to the back of the counter away from the front edge. 
			


				“Okay love, now you may pour more of the alcohol.” Lauranya grabbed the counter in anticipation. She hadn’t been wrong in the strength of the alcohol’s burn. Each spine prick lit up like an electric current. The pain from her hand was nothing in comparison.
			


				“Yemoja!” Lauranya gasped a prayer to the mother of mankind.
			


				“Mommy?” Arie stopped looking up with quivering lips and tears in her eyes, her mother’s pain almost palpable.
			


				“You are fine dear.” Lauranya sucked in another breath. “I think we are good on the alcohol though. If you could put it back?”
			


				“Sure!” Arie screwed the top on quickly. “Mommy, are we still going to look at it through the microscope?”
			


				“Yes. We both are. I am going to take samples and many pictures. I have a vested interest in this species now. I need to know all the quirks that this fish has in life and death.”
			


				“Because it’s new?”
			


				“New to us, but no. I do not want you to get hurt if this gets pulled into the hose again.” Lauranya’s voice bland, leaving out the numbness of her skin from the spines.
			


				“Should we put something over the end of the hose?”
			


				Lauranya opened her mouth then snapped her teeth closed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Yes, should have thought of this earlier. I will find a loose woven piece of material we can attach to the ending after I take pictures.”
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				The fever set in later that night. They had gotten the theater projector working that week and were watching an aria. They settled on the leather couch, with colorful cushions scattered about them. Arie sprawled next to Lauranya, her head in her mother’s lap, with hair still wet from their shower. Both were listening raptly as the singer's incredible voice hit note after note.
			


				Arie listened to her mother sing along softly, hitting the notes better than the singer. She felt a thrum from both her mother and the other singer, racing along her spine and in her head. The aria made her chest bones vibrate, but mommy’s song was in her head, making her want to sing along. So she hummed, while Lauranya petted her hair, fingers teasing out small knots from the washing.
			


				“Mommy, your skin is hot!” Arie said, lifting her head from her mother’s bare leg, putting a cool hand where her head had just rested.
			


				Lauranya looked down at her blond haired child, with a frown. She placed a hand on her forehead then Arie’s, then back to her forehead.
			


				“Oh.” Lauranya got up swiftly, heading to medical.
			


				“Mommy?” Arie trailed behind, keeping up with her fast-paced mother.
			


				“I need to take my temperature.” Lauranya stopped in the doorway. “Arie.” She shook her head before starting again. “Arie, if something happens to me you’ll have to take over.”
			


				“Like when you were injured from the whiskered cat.” Arie’s eyes started to glisten with unshed tears, her voice rising a little higher.
			


				Lauranya only hesitated a second but confirmed Arie’s fear with a firm nod. “Just like that.” She found the drawer with the thermometer. Her hands shaking, she placed the small circular pad behind her ear, then pulling the sensor pad’s connecting wire over her shoulder — the fever spiking at 102.4.
			


				“Mommy?” Arie stood at the door, with hunched shoulders and her hands behind her back, like a toddler getting caught with a stolen cookie.
			


				“It is ok, love.” Lauranya took a deep breath, keeping her tone light. “I am running a bit of a fever. What would you prescribe?” She pulled the sensor pad from her skin, clearing the monitor before putting both back in the drawer with a soft thump.
			


				Arie looked to the ceiling, tilting her chin up before speaking. “Hmm…cold water, rest and the red fever stuff? Like the stuff you gave me when I got fevers.”
			


				“Very good. I,” Lauranya motioned to herself “am going to go to bed. I would like you to keep a close eye on me, but do not neglect your homework or the animals please.”
			


				“What about the plants?”
			


				“This should not be anything more than a ship day of fever, so the plants should” The “should” rattled through Lauranya’s brain, like a warning claxon of Babaluaye laughter. “be ok. If this does not run the projected course, then you will have to take over the plants on top of all else.”
			


				“Do you think you will want anything to eat while sick? I know when I’m sick, I usually don’t like foods.” Arie’s second favorite place, the kitchen.
			


				Lauranya had to think about this for a moment. “Noni would make an excellent rabbit soup. Not a lot in it but broth and meat. Just broth for someone too sick to chew.” Lauranya didn’t finish the thought on what happened to those who couldn’t eat after a week on the ships. Arie already had more nightmares than a child her age should.
			


				“I can make a great rabbit soup! Those sweet white roots and some of the peas. Both…” Arie ready to start on a new adventure in the kitchen.
			


				“Arie. Arie.” Lauranya leaned forward while speaking. The motion and the intensity of the words got the child’s attention. “Whatever you make will be good. Just remember I may not be able...” Lauranya’s voice caught for just a second. So slight, that she didn’t think Arie had caught the hesitation. “be able to eat. I need you to keep it simple.”
			


				“No white root? You love those.”
			


				“I do! Go with the sweet roots, well chopped, and the peas. Those both cook down soft enough that not much chewing will be necessary.”
			


				“I’ll cut the meat up into very small pieces too!”
			


				“A good idea.” Lauranya felt a chill run down her spine, raising bumps along her arms and legs. Her teeth started to chatter. “I am going to take a shower and then crawl into bed.”
			


				“Mommy?” Arie’s eyes were bright with tears. One trickled down her cheek, hastily wiped away with the back of a hand, run haphazardly over a young cheek.
			


				Lauranya rushed forward kneeling, ignoring the dizziness for the moment. “Oh, baby. I am just having a small reaction to the fish’s spine toxin. Hopefully, it is nothing major, just an inconvenience. Do not worry.” touching the wet smear on Arie’s cheek. “I just need you to do a little extra please.” She gave Arie her best reassuring smile “Your soup sounds delicious. It will be just what I need.”
			


				“You sure, mommy?” Arie wasn’t talking about the soup.
			


				“Positive.” Lauranya nodded firmly but staggered slightly getting to her feet as she began to shiver. “Time for that shower though!”
			


				“I’ll get it running for you!” Arie gave her mother a quick hug, before running out of the lab office, bounding a flight of stairs to their rooms.
			


				“Thank you, Yemoja, for a quick-witted child.” Lauranya breathed, standing up, to a wave of dizziness. Lauranya contemplated the walk to the shower. “One step then another.” She muttered carefully matching footsteps to the words — her bed seemingly miles from where she stood.
			


				 
			


				 
			


				The fever-wracked her with chills, then a burning so intense she threw off the blankets piled deep, sweat soaking into the bedding. The dreams though, those were the worst. Tine and the boys, laughing as they were floating through space, burning even in the vacuum, their skin flaking into dust with bright smiles and brighter eyes. Maison caught the dust to fling at the faceless men and women who danced on the wires between the apartments of her family home. Blood scattering on the floor and walls as the wires cut into the dancing bare feet. Arie squatted on the bottom floor of the apartments, drenched in red, as water began to seep in. Lauranya couldn’t reach Arie, as the water filled over the child’s head. Arie continued to calmly plant the seedlings in metal floor tiles. The seedlings looked eerily like the dead scientist and their children. Their small green bodies waving like seaweeds to and fro in an underwater garden.
			


				Lauranya jerked awake when Arie’s seedlings grew to the size of toddlers and started to walk out of the ship apartments. The sheets and her sleep shirt, drenched in sweat. The shirt so salt encrusted and clinging, it was making her itchy. “Stop it.” She whispered fiercely to herself. “The dead are gone.” Her throat burned and scratched, hurting with every attempt to swallow.
			


				Lauranya tried to get out of bed. Sitting up made her whimper as her joints caught on fire. Any movement, no matter how small, hurt like a whipping wheel 15 seconds after the first lash hit. A hiss and a roll to her side, she tried to get her legs over the side of the bed.
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