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	Episode 1: The 'If-Only' Elixir

	 

	 

	"If only. Have two words ever expressed more profound regret? Such magnificent loss?" Bartholomew Quasar reclined in his deluxe-model captain's chair and stared up at the starlight rushing past a porthole in brilliant streaks of frosty white.

	"Huh?" His navigator, the only crew member currently on the bridge, was a very hairy Carpethrian named Hank. Not one for conversation, Hank slumped in his swivel chair at the helm with all four loose-hinged arms hovering over various controls on the blinking console. He looked like an overweight sloth suffering through a mean hangover.

	"If only!" Captain Quasar repeated with feeling. He raised a clenched fist, striking a meaningful pose. Then he frowned at the back of Hank's hairy head. "Don't you have any regrets, man?"

	At first, it didn't appear that Hank would answer the captain. This was common. It's not that Hank couldn't speak, for he could and often did; he chose his speaking moments judiciously, and the rest of the time he utilized monosyllables to—

	"Humph." That was all. For now, anyway.

	The captain sighed and returned his gaze to the stars passing by at near-lightspeed. It was enough to take a body's breath away.

	"To right a single wrong, or to salvage a missed opportunity." He shook his head. "Not that I've missed many. With the ladies, I mean." He chuckled to himself, glancing briefly at Hank.

	"Humph."

	Captain Quasar narrowed his sapphire-blue eyes and clenched his solid jaw. The muscle twitched on command. "To have that kind of power, that sort of magical ability—"

	"Magical?" Hank sounded incredulous. But tones were often garbled by Hank's thick, phlegm-coated pair of throats.

	"Yes." The captain sat up straighter. "That's what I said."

	"Humph."

	"You don't believe there to be any such thing, is that it?"

	The superior pair of furry shoulders shrugged up and down, but otherwise, Hank didn't respond.

	"Yeah, well, that's what they all say. That's what they said about near-lightspeed travel, isn't it? 'It's not possible. It will never work. You'll tear yourself apart.' They always think it's some kind of unbelievable hocus-pocus until somebody actually figures out how to do it! But look at us, Hank. We're perfectly fine—still in one piece!"

	"Two."

	"Ah, yes." A sheepish grin stole across Captain Quasar's chiseled features. "There are two of us now."

	"There were more."

	A complete sentence from the shaggy helmsman? The captain hid his surprise. "Your point being?"

	Hank shook his head. No point.

	But he was right. Once upon a time, and not long ago, this ship, the Effervescent Magnitude, held teeming within its bowels a complete complement of 1,492 crew members—including Captain Quasar and Hank the Carpethrian. However, in the past six months since the captain had insisted on installing a near-lightspeed cold fusion reactor ("far-fetched magic" to the less-enlightened) and embarking upon this current quest to the mysterious Opsanus Tau system, the Effervescent Magnitude's crew had strangely—yet steadily—diminished.

	Now there were only two souls on board, and both of them sat on the bridge. All hands were on deck—all six of them, thanks to Hank's additional appendages.

	Did Captain Bartholomew Quasar ever think about his lost crew members? On occasion, yes. Did he have any idea what happened to them all? Not really, no.

	It probably had something to do with the cold fusion reactor. He didn't fully understand how it worked, only that for centuries all the eggheads back on Earth had said cold fusion was science fiction (and poor sci-fi at that). He was just glad to prove them wrong. It worked, obviously! So what if the reactor had somehow caused 1,490 members of his crew to disappear? If this current quest proved to be as fruitful as he hoped, he would be able to bring them all back anyway—as long as he made it to Opsanus Tau Prime and convinced the non-temporal natives to share their powerful elixir.

	"If only," he murmured.

	"Point zero-zero-zero-nine-two-five parsecs to destination."

	The captain broke from his reverie and frowned. "So, that's about—" He waited for Hank to fill in the blank, having never been particularly apt at unit conversions himself.

	"Two days." Hank cleared one of his throats, giving his tone an oddly harmonic quality as he added, "Give or take."

	The captain clenched both fists and gave his armrests a solid thump. "Not good enough, dammit, not good enough!" He paused to bite his lip. "I thought we were almost there!"

	"At lightspeed, we would be."

	Captain Quasar threw up his hands with a short cry. "Confounded cold-fusion near-lightspeed! How near are we, anyway? To actual lightspeed, I mean?"

	Hank's superior set of shoulders lifted, but they didn't fall. They didn't have the chance. For it was at that moment the helmsman of the Effervescent Magnitude vanished from space and time without so much as a blip of sound or a flash of light.

	"I was afraid that might happen," mused Captain Quasar.

	Then he realized he was now alone on the ship.

	With a yelp, the captain charged headlong from his chair and took the helm with both hands flying across the blinking display.

	Eventually, his nerves steadied, and he returned to his musings—now only an interior monologue:

	Two days more, and I shall have you, my potable elixir. Ah yes, magical potion manufactured in the depths of Opsanus Tau Prime, far-flung planet of mystery. My 'if only' cure-all, my 'do-over' panacea. With you, I'll never make another mistake!

	And even if he did, so what? He'd be able to undo any error.

	He laughed out loud. He couldn't stop; he was that gleeful.

	Until the cold fusion reactor went kaput, and the sudden downshift in velocity from near-lightspeed to no-speed-at-all tore the entire ship apart.

	Captain Bartholomew Quasar's last thoughts were, of course, only two words.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Episode 2: The Entity Known As Steve

	 

	 

	 

	Bartholomew Quasar was fairly certain he was dreaming, for he had experienced this same dream on more than one occasion: standing on a stage in the glorious United World Hall of Heroes, surrounded by adoring throngs who cheered and applauded his latest acts of valor. What had he done this time? Something spectacular, undoubtedly, something worthy of another medal or trophy or the key to some fabulous new space station or sparkling city on one of the galaxy's farthest planets.

	But no, that couldn't be right.

	For one thing, the faces smiling up at him were definitely human. There wasn't a single mottled alien to be found among them. And for another, he found that he recognized these faces. They were people he'd had dealings with in the past: United World admirals, ambassadors, and dignitaries along with their flunkies, not to mention a multitude of media personnel at the periphery, each with augmented eyes recording everything that occurred, later to be transmitted throughout the galaxy.

	This was an event he remembered well, the day his ship, the Effervescent Magnitude, first took to the stars with a complete crew complement of 1,492, including the indomitable Selene Wan, his first officer, who leaned in close to him now. Had she been standing beside him the whole time?

	Strange. In most of his other dreams, Quasar always stood onstage alone.

	"Aren't you going to say something, Captain?" Dressed in her fancy burgundy-and-black uniform with tasteful gold trim—the one she wore only to special events—she inclined her head toward the front of the stage as if it were waiting for him to step forward and take command.

	"Like a speech?" he murmured, and his voice didn't sound like he was in a dream. Usually, it came slow and groggy in dream-time, but no matter what foolish noises he made, the multitudes would always smile and applaud louder. That was usually when he'd start flying through the air over their heads, turning somersaults just because he could, and they'd stare up at him in rapturous wonder.

	"Perhaps a few words would suffice, sir. We're on a tight schedule."

	Since when had there ever been anything resembling a schedule in one of Quasar's dreams? Something wasn't quite right here.

	The last thing he knew for certain was that he'd been aboard the Magnitude. There had been some sort of problem with the near-lightspeed cold fusion reactor, and he'd seen Hank disappear—

	"Thank you," he heard someone say above the noise of the crowd, and then realized he'd been the one to say it. "Thank you!" He stepped forward onto the front section of the stage designed to project his voice out toward the audience, all five hundred of them. "You're too kind, really." He raised his hands in the universal stop-clapping-and-shut-up gesture as cordially as possible. "This is a momentous day, not only for the crew of the Effervescent Magnitude and her captain, but for humankind. For it is today that we venture into the void, which is space, that great unknown expanse beyond our small corner of the galaxy. And—"

	He broke off, catching sight of someone in the back of the assembly who had no business being there. Because in fact he hadn't been there at the launch party for the Effervescent Magnitude's maiden voyage. Captain Quasar and his intrepid crew hadn't even stumbled upon the fellow's planet until years later—if he could be considered a fellow. From what Quasar recalled, Steve was more of a noncorporeal gaseous entity who chose to manifest himself in the form of a wizened old man with an oaken staff. But there he stood in the back of the hall, staff and all, looking as wizardly as ever.

	The audience had been hanging on the captain's every word, and he'd been off to a great start, but now as he faltered, they squinted up their eyes and leaned forward as if to coax the words from him with their collective will.

	"And we'll do our best to make you proud!" Quasar started the applause himself as he descended the front steps of the stage and graced the throngs with high-fives, making his way with purpose to the back of the room.

	"Captain?" Commander Wan trailed behind, shouldering her way through the masses.

	Quasar bobbed and weaved, losing sight of Steve only to catch a glimpse and then lose him again. As in most dreams, the captain found that his legs couldn't move quite as fast as he wanted them to, and the swarms of adoring fans in his way kept multiplying, oblivious to the determined look on his face.

	"Excuse us, please," Wan said on her captain's behalf, even though it was evident she had no idea what was going on. Usually, he would bask for hours in the glow of the fawning United World populace. He was something of a hero on Earth, after all. It wasn't like him to shove past his fans with little more than a genial grunt, his gaze fixed on a point at the opposite end of the hall.

	Quasar realized this even as he knew he could do nothing to change his course, feeling as though he were seeing himself from the outside-in. As he relived this moment, he found himself perceiving everything as if for the first time, as though he hovered over his own shoulder.

	He knew one thing for certain: the entity known as Steve didn't belong here at this moment in the past—or in Quasar's dream, for that matter. Either way, Steve had some explaining to do.

	 

	




	



	 

	Episode 3: Where Few Dare to Travel

	 

	 

	 

	"What's the meaning of this?" Captain Quasar said, breaking through the throngs of adoring fans and leaving Commander Wan to keep them occupied while he approached the entity known as Steve, lurking in the only shadows to be found in the expansive hall. Odd, but true.

	"Good to see you too, Captain. You're looking well." Steve leaned on his oaken staff and smiled with grandfatherly twinkles in his grey eyes. "Though I must say, I'm as surprised to find myself here as you are."

	Quasar blinked. "Right. So why are you?"

	Steve shrugged his hunched shoulders. "If I had to guess, maybe you inhaled a little quartz dust when you visited my planet, and in so doing, you've managed to bring part of me with you wherever you go."

	"I haven't gone anywhere. I'm sound asleep in my quarters!"

	Steve chuckled at that. "No, you're standing here with me. I'm looking right at you!"

	The captain blew out a sigh. "Let me assure you, I am dreaming. It's elaborate, I must say—I mean, I haven't thought back on this day in years." He turned to take in the scene before him, the hundreds of officials and ambassadors who'd come to see him off. Quasar found his eyes smarting with nostalgia. "We had no idea what lay ahead of us, what the galaxy had in store. We were filled with wide-eyed wonder, like children staring into the sun."

	"You think you're dreaming?" Steve chortled into his beard as if he knew something he wasn't sharing.

	Quasar scowled at him. "I haven't thought about you in months. It makes no sense why you'd be here, of all people."

	"Believe me, Captain, I don't understand it any more than you do. But I'm here now, and so are you. And the sooner you come to grips with it, the sooner you'll be able to figure out what to do about it." Without warning, Steve whacked Quasar on the crown of his head with the oaken staff, causing the captain to cry out at the unexpected blow. "Still think you're dreaming?"

	Rubbing his sore head, where an unsightly bump would undoubtedly spring forth, Quasar raised a fist at the wizardly entity and shouted, "Who the hell do you think you are? Barging into my dream and—"

	"Captain." Commander Wan's grip on his arm was firm but polite, as was her tone. "The media are recording you, sir."

	He faced her with eyes blazing. "They're not really there!" Shocked gasps erupted from the audience, but it didn't matter. None of this was real—except for the pain throbbing under his skull. "Do you remember this guy?" He jerked a thumb at Steve.

	"Who?" She frowned quizzically at the wall.

	Steve wasn't there anymore. He had conveniently disappeared—or had become invisible. His powers weren't exactly easy to fathom.

	"Never mind." Quasar squeezed his temples and rubbed between his eyes. "Of course you wouldn't remember. We haven't gone there yet."

	"Sir?" She released his arm.

	"The Epsilon Seven Star Cluster." He winked at her. "Don't worry, I won't spoil it for you. But it's quite a story." He couldn't resist. "You see, there's this massive gaseous entity that guards the planet, and it's able to take physical form by scanning the mind of whoever sets foot on the surface. It determines the form it should take based on the person's preconceived concepts of wisdom and authority. For you, perhaps it would take the form of a United World prime minister. As for me, apparently I have an unreasonable tendency to believe anything spoken by an elderly man with an oaken staff. So that's how the gas manifests itself." As an afterthought, he added, "And his name is Steve."

	Commander Wan blinked up at him. "We're scheduled to leave space dock in less than an hour, sir." Her subtext was clear enough: Don't you think it's a little late in the game to suffer a complete mental breakdown? "The delegates would like to present you with a token of their appreciation."

	"Right." That much he remembered, and he decided that perhaps the best way to wake himself up would be to play-act the scene through to its natural conclusion.

	So he returned to the stage with great leaps and bounds for show, much to the appreciation and renewed applause of the audience. The Prime Minister herself awaited him there, along with her senior staff and other high-ranking officials from both the military and scientific communities. The launch of the Effervescent Magnitude was a joint venture on their part. Together, they had managed to create a vessel able to explore the farthest reaches of the galaxy and protect Earth's interests in the process.

	"To Captain Bartholomew Quasar and his crew," the Prime Minister began, smiling broadly and winking at Quasar, who nodded to Commander Wan and his bridge officers standing in the front row of the audience. He recognized Dr. Yune and his weapons officer, yet there was no sign of Hank. It was odd to relive a time when the furry Carpethrian hadn't been acting helmsman. Quasar had difficulty remembering what life had been like without him. "With our deepest appreciation and respect," the Prime Minister continued, "may you explore where few have dared to travel, and may you serve Earth and its people in all you do. The future of our world depends on your success, Captain Quasar, and we know there is no one else more capable of seeing this mission to its end than you."

	Quasar nodded at the word end, hoping it would launch him back to reality—one involving the search for a certain If Only elixir and a crew that was steadily disappearing, one member at a time.

	 

	




	



	 

	Episode 4: In the Line of Fire

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Quasar closed his eyes briefly with what he hoped passed for an expression of humility in the face of the Prime Minister's high praise, but when he opened them again, he found that he was no longer in the United World Hall of Heroes.

	Instead, he found himself cringing bleary-eyed in the hazy residue of multiple heat ray blasts, crouching behind a freight container in an unfamiliar ship's cargo hold. Beside him, Hank ducked low and growled in disgust.

	"They've got us pinned down!" Quasar heard himself state the obvious. Bulkhead rivets above him melted, oozing down the steel interior, releasing spurts of air pressure into the vacuum of space beyond. "We won't make it out alive!"

	"Humph," grunted Hank.

	"That's all you have to say?" He returned fire over the freight container, then frowned at the gun in his hand. He'd been unarmed on stage with the Prime Minister. When had there been a chance to grab a pulse pistol? Or to change his attire, for that matter? He no longer wore his dress uniform. But then again, this was the way with dreams, he supposed. Things just sort of happened without a whole lot of forethought. Like what came out of his mouth next: "You honestly want that grunt to be your last word?" It was as though his body was on autopilot; his mind was just along for the ride.

	Hank reloaded a clip of pulse-rounds into a Cody 52 with two hands and gripped a loaded atom rifle with his other pair. "I don't plan on dying with you again." He fired a volley at their adversaries, hidden behind large freight canisters that flashed and fizzled with every blast.

	"You're not referring to—" Quasar cursed at the helmsman's slow nod. "Well, how was I supposed to know cold fusion reactors were unreliable?"

	"Humph." Translation: It was common knowledge on Carpethria.

	Quasar ducked as another ray singed the air above him. "So we died. Big deal. We're here to fight another day!"

	Captain Quasar frowned at his own words. This moment in time—unlike the scene on the stage in the Hall of Heroes—was different. He didn't know what was going on now; he had no idea where they were or what circumstances had brought them here. Had the cold fusion reactor actually gone kaput and killed everyone on board?

	Hank muttered something under his breath, garbled by his unique pair of throats that sometimes gave his voice an oddly harmonic quality. "No black hole to save our butts this time."

	Quasar stared at his shaggy helmsman. Taking a great deal of effort, he forced his mouth to frame the words: "Explain yourself." It felt like he was moving through thick gel. His voice had slowed to a deep, sluggish moan, but the question came out clearly enough, and with a quizzical look, Hank paused for the sake of a little exposition.

	Apparently, when the experimental cold fusion reactor aboard the Magnitude had imploded and torn a massive hole in space-time, they'd found themselves on the other side of the galaxy in the grip of a black hole, which had fortuitously put everything back together again— the ship, the entire crew complement, even the rip in space-time—thanks to an intense gravity well. The reactor, however, remained inoperable.

	Now the Magnitude had to run on impulse power until they reached the nearest starbase for repairs. There would be no chance of another space-time disaster as long as they avoided near-lightspeed travel like a pimply plague.

	But here and now, with these rivets melting and the air pressure decreasing, it wouldn't be long until they started losing their eyeballs—always the first to go in a situation like this.

	"So what do you suggest?" Quasar fired a few more rounds at no target in particular.

	Hank eyed him for a moment. "Sure you're okay, sir? You get bumped on the head or something?"

	"I'm fine," he forced out.

	Hank shrugged his superior set of shoulders. "We're running short on ammo."

	"Then we'll fight them hand to hand!" Whoever they are, the captain mused.

	"We'll be a bloody mess on the bulkhead. Those rivets are dissolving with every blast."

	"I was hoping you hadn't noticed that." Another heat ray sent the captain diving to the floor.

	"Humph." Hank's fur started to reach laterally toward the wall as it buckled with the increased suction. "You could answer for what you've done, and maybe they'll let us live."

	"I didn't do anything!" Not that he could remember, anyway. When would he wake up from this confounded dream? It was beginning to frustrate the heck out of him.

	"Humph." Hank nodded toward their adversaries who obviously disagreed. "They should've known better than to think they could hold us in their brig."

	Quasar blinked as the situation became clearer. At least he was beginning to understand what was going on. "Then it serves them right that we escaped."

	"And look where it got us."

	Quasar released some sort of strangled battle cry, more out of frustration than anything else, and emptied the last of his rounds.

	"Another," he demanded, thrusting an open palm toward Hank.

	The hairy helmsman had just slapped an atom clip into his rifle. "That was the last one," he apologized.

	"Already? Gah! Give it here." Tugging the bulky weapon from Hank's left hands, Quasar cracked the charger bolt and fired up both barrels. "Let's see how they like it hot," he growled.

	Hank's eyes widened upon hearing the rifle's high-pitched thrum. "Captain, you're not considering—"

	"It's our only shot at getting out of here alive."

	"But a surge blast will—"

	A surge blast? Was Captain Quasar's dream-self out of his freaking mind?

	 

	




	



	 

	Episode 5: Troublesome Interlopers

	 

	 

	 

	"Captain Quasar, lay down your weapons!" boomed a voice imbued with authority. "Or our heat rays will take out the wall behind you. Without pressure suits, your remains will splatter across the exterior buffer panel. Please spare us the disgusting task of scraping them off."

	"What about them?" Quasar said to Hank. "Won't they explode, too?"

	Hank shook his head. "They're wearing suits."

	"Gah!" Quasar cried.

	"Should we take that as your last word?" replied the voice of authority.

	Quasar tossed the whining rifle out into the open, and it slid across the floor, spinning end to end. Hank covered his face with all four hairy hands and grumbled, "Not again." But the rifle didn't explode in an all-devouring ball of light.

	Quasar's dream-self winked at the Carpethrian helmsman and raised both arms high. "Don't shoot!"

	He stepped out into the middle of the cargo bay where a steel grate in the ceiling allowed light to filter down from the deck above. All around him loomed plasticon freight containers impervious to heat rays and pulse rounds. Beads of perspiration rose on the captain's tanned brow; his eyes darted toward the discarded atom rifle beyond his grasp. Its piercing note held the moment.

	A pair of heavy, faux-leather boots stomped into view, landing with resounding clunks. Above them at mid-calf began the slick, skintight material of a blue pressure suit molded to hard-muscled legs and thighs, a tight abdomen, massive mammary mounds, biceps and triceps straining against the suit's snakeskin-like fibers, and shoulders that reminded Quasar of a bioengineered bull he'd once seen in a ring on Nuevo Spain Delta. Above the shoulders (towering over three meters), a transparent helmet protected the fiercest, most gorgeous face Quasar had ever seen.

	"Hey there," he said with a dashing smile. He'd often dreamed of women such as this, so seeing one now didn't faze him.

	The tall woman was not impressed by his display of pearly whites. And she had company. Out from behind two other freight containers came four giant women, each sporting a matching pressure suit and wielding a massive incinerator-type weapon, twice the size of the atom rifle vibrating on the floor.

	"Ladies." The captain made a slight bow, smile intact.

	"Silence!" commanded the first woman, completely in charge of the situation. "You have offended us enough with your presence, let alone your coquettish wiles!"

	Captain Quasar had no response to that.

	"You there!" the woman roared, her gaze twitching toward Hank's hiding place. "Show yourself, or this one dies!"

	With all four hands empty and directed toward the ceiling, Hank emerged, shuffling his very hairy feet to join the captain.

	The other women snickered. "What are they?"

	"This one is a man," said the commander, her lip curled back in disgust as she pointed her incinerator toward the captain's groin.

	"Hey now," Quasar squirmed.

	"And this—" The commander frowned at Hank. "What are you exactly? Some sort of walking carpet?" The other women guffawed.

	"Behold—!" Quasar exclaimed, gesturing toward the whining rifle on the floor just as it reached a fevered pitch of no return. He expected it to blow a hole in the floor, dropping them to the deck below. Instead, the whine fizzled to a low blurp, and there was no impressive blast. His shoulders slumped. "This is the helmsman of my ship, the Effervescent Magnitude. Speaking of which, I believe it's high time we said our goodbyes, ladies, and—"

	The butt end of an incinerator smashed into his solid jaw, and he staggered backward in pain and surprise.  He'd experienced plenty of fisticuffs in dreams before, but they'd never hurt like this.

	"Watch your language," scolded the commander.

	Quasar turned to Hank. "What did I say?"

	The cargo bay door slid open with a rush of air, and in strode a woman just as muscular and massive as the rest of them, but without a pressure suit. She held what looked like a cold pack to the back of her head and winced as she approached.

	"Return to your quarters, Asteria," said the commander. "These manimals are not your concern."

	Emerald eyes flashing in streaks of light from the ceiling grate above, Asteria stepped in between her commander and Captain Quasar. With her long, raven-black locks, she was a ferocious beauty to behold, despite the thick unibrow. "They escaped under my watch. I lay claim to them."

	"You are not suited up. We have a pressure leak in here—"

	"I will return them to their cell." Asteria faced her commander squarely. "They are weak, unarmed. What harm could they possibly do?"

	The other women looked disappointed. "We were hoping to watch them explode," admitted one, gesturing toward the compromised bulkhead.

	The commander nodded at Asteria, holding her gaze. An unspoken understanding seemed to pass between them. She singled out two crewmembers behind her. "Go with them. Ensure that these interlopers cause us no more trouble."

	Asteria cast a meaningful glance at Quasar as she removed the cold pack from her head and tossed it to one of their escorts. Turning on her heel, she exited the cargo bay.

	"Move." An incinerator's muzzle dug into Quasar's back.

	He followed Asteria into the corridor beyond the cargo bay, avoiding eye contact with the glaring commander.

	As soon as he and Hank crossed the threshold, Asteria shoved their two escorts backward and slapped her palm flat against the wall-mounted control panel.  The door instantly slid shut. She set the lock with a verbal command code, trapping the commander and four other women inside.

	Asteria grabbed Captain Quasar by the throat and devoured his lips in a forceful kiss. In that moment, as real as it was, as delicious as her lips were, he realized something that should have been clear to him from the start.

	This was no dream. This was happening.

	Somehow, he was here. And this, strangely enough, was now.

	 

	




	



	 

	Episode 6: Reactor Coils

	 

	 

	 

	"You don't pull your punches." Asteria touched the back of her head gingerly as she released Captain Quasar from their passionate lip-lock.

	He caught his balance against the bulkhead. "Had to make it look real."

	Hank scowled, first at the thumps of angry fists on the other side of the cargo bay door where Asteria's commanding officer and company remained locked inside, then at the captain and the giant woman who'd kissed him. "You two in cahoots or something?"

	Quasar flashed a winning smile, forcing a bravado he in no way felt at the moment. "Told you I'd get us out of here, didn't I?"

	"No. Your exact words were, 'We won't make it out alive!'"

	The captain pshawed. "I knew all along Asteria here would come for us." He looked up at her. Was she truly on their side? It didn't help matters that he couldn't for the life of him remember how they'd arrived on this ship. But for the moment, he had to make it look like he knew what he was doing—which he did fairly well on a regular basis, he had to admit.

	Asteria grabbed hold of Quasar's arm. "We don't have much time. The reactor coils you require are this way." She hustled him down the narrow corridor.

	"Reactor coils. Right. Coming, Hank?" Quasar called back, half-carried by their formidable ally.

	"Humph." Hank reached into the thick fur around his flabby belly and withdrew the Cody 52 pistol he'd stowed there earlier. Then he followed at a close distance, keeping the weapon behind him and both eyes on Asteria.

	Quasar gave him a wink. The Carpethrian always had his back. Quasar didn't know what he'd ever done without Hank. He couldn't even remember the name of the Effervescent Magnitude's original helmsman. Elli-something?

	Asteria brought the captain to a cargo hold fifty meters down the corridor and dropped him onto his feet. Her voice command sent the door sliding open with a rush of stale air.

	"How many do you need?" She glanced back at Quasar as she entered.

	"Excellent question." He turned to Hank. "How many would you say ought to do the trick?" It wasn't yet clear to him why they needed these coils, but for the moment, he remained in charge of the situation. Even so, he was never above asking for directions.

	"Four—if they can spare them. We can't risk firing up that cold fusion reactor again on the Magnitude."

	"Right." Quasar nodded. "That piece of crap almost killed us."

	"Did kill us," Hank reminded him.

	"Water under the bridge." If only that were true. More than anything, the captain wanted to know what was going on here—why he'd traveled back into his own past only to return to this situation which he couldn't remember entering in the first place. And where the heck was Steve? Did he have something to do with this?

	Quasar took the first coil Asteria handed out to him and hugged it close, grimacing at the weight but smiling as if it were nothing. "How much do we owe you?"

	She grabbed him and lifted him up onto his toes, kissing him again with as much gusto as before. "Babe, you've paid me more than enough." She slapped his rear end and gave it a squeeze. His eyes widened on impact.

	Hank cleared one of his throats. "Doubt your commander back there will like it much, you giving these away."

	Asteria shrugged. "I'll tell her your captain overwhelmed me with his maidenly wiles." She winked at Quasar.

	"About that," he said with a perturbed frown, adjusting his hold on the bulky coil. "Where we come from, the word maidenly is usually used to, well, describe certain female attributes. It's not generally used for men such as myself."

	She emerged with a reactor coil under each of her brawny arms. "Are all the menfolk like you where you come from?" Hearty laughter erupted from deep in her diaphragm. "You're hilarious!" She shoved one of the coils at Hank, who hefted it with his left arms; then she went back for the fourth coil. Lugging her pair with ease, she nodded toward the end of the corridor. "This should take us straight to your ship."

	Pressure suits lined the wall in an alcove beside the airlock, beyond which lay the collapsible docking bridge mating Asteria's ship to the Effervescent Magnitude. They set down their coils and suited up, tugging on the blue snakeskin-like material. Hank inconspicuously tucked the Cody 52 into his fur flab for the time being and crammed his arms into the suit. It had not been designed for his unique anatomy, but he made it work. Quasar was glad the Carpethrian had managed to hold onto a weapon; he only hoped it was still loaded.

	"I'll help you with the install once we're aboard. These coils can be a real pain in the rear, but don't you worry your little head about it." Asteria winked at the captain again.

	"Uh-right." Again, Quasar found himself perturbed. "I do appreciate everything, you know—"

	"Least I could do. There's no way I could let them keep you in that brig. You're too good for the sperm farms. I mean, look at you!" She eyed the captain appreciatively. "You're a prime specimen of manhood!"

	Hank grunted, "Our weapons aren't much against your incinerators—"

	"Well now, there's no way a man could go around carrying an incinerator. You'd burn your cute little toes off!"

	Quasar stared, speechless. He cleared his throat. "I've, uh, handled much larger weaponry, I assure you. I am the captain of a star cruiser, after all."

	She scoffed. "Pressing buttons is all that amounts to, Barty." She pinched his rear as he slipped on a helmet and fastened it into place. "Smarty Barty, you're so cute sometimes. I just want to stick you in my pocket and carry you around forever!"

	 

	




	



	 

	Episode 7: Smarty Barty

	 

	 

	 

	Smarty Barty? No one had ever dared to call Captain Bartholomew Quasar that in his entire life. He had never even conceived of it being in the realm of possibility.

	"Barty," Hank snickered.

	"You got that?" Asteria asked with a concerned frown as Quasar stooped to retrieve his reactor coil. She had already hefted both her pair. "Wouldn't want you to strain anything important." A wink toward the bulge at his groin made her meaning clear.

	"Got it," Quasar grunted, red in the face.

	Pressure suits on, they entered the airlock, passed through the docking bridge—a transparent plasticon umbilical shielding them from the star-punctured void—and reached the Effervescent Magnitude. Captain Quasar gave a verbal command, and the airlock door slid open to receive them. Once the airlock pressure had equalized, they unclamped their helmets. Hank was the first to strip out of his suit and hover a hand near the Cody 52 in his fur.

	"Need some help?" Asteria's full attention remained on the captain as he struggled to free himself from the skintight suit.

	"I'm fine!" he snapped, then adjusted his demeanor. "I've got it, thank you."

	Asteria raised half her unibrow. "Somebody's emotional."

	Before Quasar could reply, the shipside airlock slid open, and his head of security appeared with a complement of six men sporting the latest Cody 3000 atom rifles.

	"You're safe now, Captain!" Chief Gruber announced, aiming his weapon at the massive woman. "Hostile contained!"

	Asteria eyed the newcomers with amusement.

	"Stand down, Chief," the captain said with a weary sigh. "She's on our side." At least, she seemed to be by all indications thus far.

	Gruber blinked. "Captain, permission to speak freely."

	"Granted." Quasar kicked his feet free of the suit, nearly toppling over. But Asteria was right there to steady him. "I'm fine!" He declined her assistance.

	"Captain, you are unfortunately exhibiting a classic case of Stockholm Syndrome. This female is not our ally. Her ship caught us in a tractor beam, they kidnapped both you and our helmsman off the bridge, they've held you well over thirty hours—"

	"Long hours," Asteria added, giving the captain's rear another squeeze. His ears burned crimson.

	"Humph," said Hank. Translation: The captain hadn't been taken for questioning last night, but for something else entirely. Quasar had feared as much.

	"Enough speaking freely," Quasar said. He pointed to the four reactor coils. "Have your men do something useful instead of threatening our guest. Take these to engineering. Those geeks down there should know what to do. But I want the cold fusion near-lightspeed reactor to remain offline."

	"Very well," Gruber managed. "Men, you heard him."

	Shouldering their weapons, the security team moved to obey, struggling with the coils and ending up carrying one between every pair of them, staggering out of the airlock.

	"Aren't they just adorable?" Asteria clucked her tongue after them. "Flexing their little biceps like that. Might want to spend more time in the weight room, boys. Works wonders!"

	Quasar parted his lips to object—the security personnel being among the beefiest of his crew, besides himself, of course—when his gaze fell on the remaining reactor coil.

	"That one, too," he told Gruber.

	"Don't think I can manage it by myself, Captain."

	"Let me give you a hand," Asteria offered. "Honestly, I don't know how you men fend for yourselves out here!"

	Quasar turned to Hank. "Assist the chief."

	The very hairy helmsman didn't appear content about leaving the captain alone in the airlock with this dangerous female. The situation was bad enough already. But he couldn't disobey a direct order without drawing attention.

	So Hank whipped out the Cody 52 and aimed it at Asteria's head. "Beat it, lady."

	Confounded, Gruber and the captain could only stare, while Asteria merely offered a bemused smile.

	"I don't think so, Hairy. Your captain has invited me along as part of his crew. One with benefits." She wrapped both arms around Quasar, nearly compressing all the air from his lungs, and started running her masculine hands up and down his torso. He resembled a ventriloquist's dummy in her grasp.

	Gruber didn't seem to know what to do with his rifle, aiming it first at the woman, then at the floor, then at his left boot. "Captain?"

	Quasar fixed his gaze on the last reactor coil. "Get that down to engineering!"

	"Show me my quarters, Babe. We've got to make sure the bed's plenty big enough," she cooed into the captain's earlobe, giving it a nibble.

	"The captain does not intend to make you a member of our crew," Hank said, his voice oddly harmonic. Phlegm in one of his throats had cleared, but the other one hadn't.

	She curled back a lip at him, baring her gargantuan teeth. "He doesn't make promises he can't keep."

	"Yes he does. All the time."

	Quasar winced as she squeezed him, her eyes bulging with intensity. "He wouldn't lie to me!"

	"How long have you known him?" Gruber blurted with a puzzled frown.

	"Thirty hours or thirty years, what does it matter? We're soul mates! I knew it when you were just a blip on our proximity sensors!"

	Hank's gaze narrowed. It might have looked like the giant woman was using the captain as a human shield if not for their height difference. She stood a full head and shoulders above him, so Hank still had a clear shot between her eyes.

	"You scanned us when you caught the Magnitude in your tractor beam," he said.

	"And I found me the pick of the litter!" Another squeeze; Captain Quasar wheezed like a dog's squeaky toy, incapacitated by her grip. "Too bad you had to come along," she sneered at Hank. "I assumed you were the captain's fur coat."

	Gruber chuckled at Hank. "She took you by accident!"

	 

	




	



	 

	Episode 8: An Amazonian's Scorn

	 

	 

	 

	Hank whipped the atom rifle from the chief's grasp with one of his four hands and gestured toward the remaining reactor coil with another. "You heard the captain. Take that thing to engineering."

	Hank was the only one currently armed, and by the fierce look on his furry face, Chief Gruber knew better than to question him. Hank never looked so ferocious as he did while wielding a rifle—or any weapon, for that matter. Gruber did as he was told with only an annoyed scowl, nearly breaking his back walking the reactor coil down the corridor like it was an old refrigerator.

	Asteria eyed the chief's backside with appreciation until he was out of sight. "Mmm-mm, I know I'm gonna like it here. The women on my ship don't know what they're missing! Some haven't even seen a man before. The kind we have back on Theta Six, they're nothing to look at, you know—pale, scrawny runts we hook up to donor machines on our sperm farms. But you?" Yet another squeeze. "You've got real spunk!"

	"You're not so bad yourself," Quasar wheezed.

	"Let him go," Hank said, activating the sights on the pistol and rifle. Twin red dots danced across Asteria's forehead.

	"Or what?" she chuckled. "Really Babe, have you no control over your crew?"

	"Can't breathe," the captain rasped.

	"Oh." She released him. "My bad."

	Captain Quasar bolted from her grasp and made a mad dash past Hank, charging headlong down the corridor until he was at a safe distance inside the Magnitude. Asteria lunged after him with thick fingers curled and grasping, but the laser sights in her eyes halted her in her tracks.

	"It's not you, it's me," the captain called back, hands on his knees as he fought for breath. "I can't settle down, can't commit. Gotta sow my wild oats and all that." He had a million of these excuses ready for any occasion, and this situation seemed to call for all of them at once.

	"Who said anything about commitment?" Asteria laughed. "I'm planning on having full run of the ship!"

	Cautiously, Hank stepped backwards into the ship's corridor, his aim steady. Asteria made no move to follow him out of the airlock.

	"Not this ship," he growled. One of his arms shot out to the side, pressing the wall-mounted control panel. The door slid shut, and Quasar gave the voice command to lock it.

	"What is this, Babe?" she demanded from the other side of the transparent plasticon window, her voice muted somewhat.

	"Goodbye," Quasar said with an apologetic shrug.

	She flushed with anger, raging, "You'll never get away! We'll catch you in our tractor beam and tear you apart!"

	"Better return to your bridge then," Hank said, handing Quasar both weapons. "We're not sticking around." With that, he stalked off to take his position at the helm of the Magnitude, where he'd be ready the instant the propulsion reactor came back online.

	"Hank," Quasar said, extending a hand as the Carpethrian passed. "I always know I can count on you."

	"Humph," Hank said as his superior right hand met the captain's in a firm grip. Translation: Don't mention it—but next time, keep me in the loop. The captain knew he would, as long as he could figure out what the loop was and why it was looping in the first place.
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