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Chapter 1: The Six-Foot Nun and the Saturnian Subpoena
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The Quiet Before the Cosmic Storm

Nick Carter’s mundane life as a low-level entertainment lawyer in a cramped, windowless office in Midtown Manhattan was defined by three things: lukewarm coffee that tasted like wet cardboard, the soul-crushing silence of a phone that rarely rang with good news, and the persistent, unchanging smell of old paper and quiet desperation. His primary professional achievement—the one he’d mentioned at his last law school reunion before everyone moved to the other side of the room—was successfully arguing that a local jingle for a dry-cleaning business didn’t technically violate the melodic copyright of a 1980s hair metal ballad. It was a victory that had netted him exactly enough money to afford a bagel—without cream cheese—and a sense of dignity that was currently held together by a single, fraying thread of stubbornness.

Nick spent his mornings staring at a dusty ficus plant that had given up on photosynthesis back in 2014 and reviewing "Cease and Desist" letters from angry indie bands who believed their three-chord progressions were revolutionary. He was an expert in the trivial. He was a master of the mundane. He was exactly the kind of person the universe ignored—until the universe realized it needed a scapegoat.

That morning, the universe decided that Nick had lived in obscurity long enough. The change didn't arrive with a thunderclap, a dramatic orchestral swell, or even a polite notification on his iPhone. It arrived with a knock on his frosted glass door that was so forceful it didn't just rattle the glass; it seemed to rattle the very fabric of the building’s foundation.

"Come in?" Nick croaked, his voice cracking like a teenager’s. He hurriedly adjusted his tie, which was slightly stained with a splash of the aforementioned lukewarm coffee, and tried to look like a man who wasn't currently Googling "How to tell if your landlord is actually a ghost."

The Arrival of Sister Malice

The door didn't just open; it surrendered. Standing in the threshold was a figure that defied every logical category Nick had spent three grueling years at NYU Law attempting to master. She was at least six feet tall, draped in a habit that appeared to be stitched together from recycled IKEA blue bags, shimmering fiber-optic cables, and what looked dangerously like radioactive tinfoil. Her face was a masterclass in synthetic sternness, featuring eyes that didn't just look at you—they scanned you for outstanding debts, moral failings, and whether or not you’d ever pirated a movie in 2004.

She wasn't a woman of the cloth in any earthly sense. She was a senior process server from the Saturnian Administrative District, the galaxy’s premier tax haven and bureaucratic nightmare, conveniently hidden within the B-ring to avoid interplanetary "luxury" taxes and the pesky, moralizing scrutiny of the Intergalactic Revenue Service.

"Nick Carter?" she barked. Her voice didn't sound human. It sounded like an industrial blender full of gravel, broken dreams, and unfiled tax returns, amplified through a stadium-sized megaphone.

"I... yes? Do you have an appointment? Or a parish?" Nick stammered, his hand instinctively reaching for a heavy Swingline stapler. In his panicked mind, he wondered if a well-placed staple could stop whatever this was. It couldn't.

"Appointments are for those who still possess the rights to their own time," the nun said, stepping into the room. Her presence made the office feel even smaller, as if the walls were physically retreating in fear of being sued for lack of square footage. "You’ve been served on behalf of the United Rings of Saturn. I am Sister Malice of the Order of Perpetual Litigation, and I am here to discuss the outstanding balance of your planet."

The Subpoena that Wouldn't End

She reached into the depths of her IKEA-bag habit and pulled out a scroll. It wasn't paper; it was a semi-translucent, glowing filament that, once released, unspooled with the mechanical precision of a high-speed ticker-tape machine. It rolled across Nick’s desk, draped over his computer monitor, tumbled to the floor, and continued to unspool out the door and into the hallway.

"What is this?" Nick asked, staring at the glowing text that flickered with a faint, greenish radioactive hum. He noticed that the text was written in a font that looked suspiciously like Comic Sans, but with more jagged edges.

"This," Sister Malice said, pointing a metallic, multi-jointed finger at the first few feet of the scroll, "is a formal subpoena for the civil and criminal liability of the planet Earth. Specifically, we are here to collect a royalty fee for the unlicensed, intergalactic broadcast of the 1983 musical composition titled Every Breath You Take."

Nick blinked. He felt a headache forming behind his eyes—the kind of headache that usually required a dark room and three days of heavy medication. "The Police? You're suing Earth for a song by The Police?"

"The Police, the Sting, the entire rhythmic apparatus," she clarified, her eyes flashing a dangerous shade of magenta. "The inhabitants of the Cassini Division, a high-density luxury residential zone within Saturn’s rings, have been forced to listen to this song approximately 400 trillion times over the last few decades. It turns out that your planet’s primitive radio waves are incredibly leak-prone. Your species has been 'broadcasting' into the vacuum without a permit, a filter, or a shred of musical taste."

The Legal Absurdity of the Rings

Nick leaned back, his chair creaking in a way that sounded like a cry for help. "Okay, look, even if that's true—which is a huge 'if'—copyright law doesn't extend into deep space. The Berne Convention is pretty clear about territorial boundaries. Space is the common heritage of mankind, or something."

Sister Malice let out a sound that might have been a laugh if it hadn't involved so much grinding metal and pressurized steam. "Territorial boundaries? Mr. Carter, the United Rings of Saturn operates under the Universal Aesthetic Code, which we authored, patented, and enforced through a series of tactical lawsuits that ended several minor civilizations in the Andromeda Galaxy. Since Saturn handles all intergalactic accounting for this sector, we’ve decided that your 'leakage' constitutes an unsolicited telemarketing of the soul."

She leaned over the desk, her face inches from his. Nick could smell ozone, burnt plastic, and an expensive, alien cologne that smelled like "Upper Management at a Corporate Retreat."

"The total debt for this single song, including interest, emotional distress for the Cassini residents who had to endure that repetitive bassline while trying to sleep, and the Saturnian Music Guild’s 'vibe-curation' tax, is currently 150 quadrillion credits."

Nick’s heart did a slow, heavy thud. "Quadrillion? We don't even have a currency for that. We barely have enough money to keep the subways running and the pigeons fed."

"We are aware of your species' financial limitations," she said, her magenta eyes dimming to a bored, bureaucratic purple. "That is why we are moving straight to asset forfeiture. Pay up by Friday, or we repossess your atmosphere. Saturnian law is quite clear: if you cannot pay for the rhythm, you lose the rights to the medium. We consider Earth’s oxygen an 'unencrypted delivery system' and we are moving to mute the channel permanently."

The Saturnian History Lesson

To understand the gravity of the situation, one had to understand Year Zero. Sister Malice, sensing Nick’s impending mental collapse, decided to provide what the Saturnians called "Contextual Torture."

"On October 13, 1977," she began, the scroll on the floor vibrating as it recorded her words, "your planet emitted the theme song to Welcome Back, Kotter. To you, it was a mediocre sitcom theme. To us, it was the first evidence of a species that had mastered the hook. On Saturn, we have solved every problem—physics, hunger, immortality—but we cannot write a bridge to save our lives. Your music is our only addiction. We reset our calendars to mark that day as Year Zero. But as any good lawyer knows, addiction comes with a bill."

She explained how the Saturnians had spent the last several decades "mining" Earth’s radio waves. They had built massive, ear-shaped structures on the moons of Titan and Enceladus just to catch the latest disco tracks. But because of Earth’s archaic copyright laws—laws the Saturnians had adopted purely because they found the penalties to be "refreshingly cruel"—every alien who listened to a song without paying a royalty was technically a pirate.

"And because we are Saturnians," she added, "we don't just pirate. We litigate. We’ve been suing each other for the right to listen to your music for decades. Now, we’ve run out of each other’s money, so we’ve come for yours."

The Choice of a Scapegoat

Nick stood up, his legs feeling like jelly. "Why me? I’m a nobody! I handle jingles! I’m currently being threatened by a dry cleaner who thinks I didn't get him enough credit for a rhyming couplet about starch!"

Sister Malice paused, her IKEA-bag habit rustling as she turned toward the door. She looked back over her shoulder, her eyes glowing with a final, chilling spark of irony.

"We chose you, Mr. Carter, because you share a name with a member of the Backstreet Boys. On Saturn, the Backstreet Boys are considered a high-ranking priestly caste. Your name alone gives you 'Cosmic Standing.' We thought it only fitting that a 'deity' should be the one to sign the surrender papers for a planet that is about to be turned into a vacuum-sealed museum of bad choices."

The Cliffhanger of the Soul

With a final, mechanical click of her heels, the nun vanished into the hallway, leaving Nick alone in his office. The radioactive scroll was still unspooling, now reaching the elevators. Nick looked out his window at the New York skyline, wondering how much a breath of air would cost by Saturday.

Suddenly, his desk phone—the one that never rang—began to glow with a bright, blue light. He picked it up with a trembling hand.

"Carter Law Offices," he whispered.

"Hello," a cheerful, synthetic voice chirped from the receiver. "I see you’re trying to prevent a planetary extinction event! Would you like some help formatting your 'Request for Stay of Execution'?"

Nick dropped the phone. It was Clippy. And he sounded like he was calling from the dark side of the moon.
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Chapter 2: The $150 Quadrillion Fine
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The Math of the Apocalypse

After Sister Malice exited his office—leaving behind a trail of ozone and a scroll that was currently tangled in the elevator doors three floors down—Nick Carter did what any sensible, Ivy League-educated lawyer would do in the face of planetary extinction: he sat on his floor and hyperventilated into a discarded bagel bag.

Once the initial "the-universe-is-a-cruel-joke" panic subsided into a dull, vibrating dread, Nick crawled back to his desk. The glowing, radioactive scroll was still humming. It pulsed with a soft, rhythmic light that seemed to be synced to the tempo of Message in a Bottle. Nick pulled a legal pad toward him, gripped a ballpoint pen like it was a holy relic, and began to perform the most terrifying arithmetic in human history.

"Okay," he whispered to the empty room. "One hundred and fifty quadrillion credits. Let’s assume, for the sake of my sanity, that one credit equals one US dollar. Which it probably doesn't. It probably equals something much more expensive, like a soul or a gallon of premium printer ink."

He wrote the number out. A one. A five. And then a string of zeros that marched across the yellow paper like an invading army.

$150,000,000,000,000,000.

The Gross World Product—the total value of every single thing produced by every single human on Earth in a single year—was roughly $100 trillion. Nick stared at his legal pad. To pay off the debt for Every Breath You Take, humanity would need to work, without eating, sleeping, or buying so much as a stick of gum, for the next fifteen hundred years. And that was assuming the Saturnians didn't charge compound interest.

"We aren't just broke," Nick realized, the pen snapping in his hand. "We are statistically irrelevant. We are a rounding error in the galaxy’s checkbook."

The Saturnian Convenience Fee

Nick looked back at the scroll. There was a section highlighted in a shimmering, violent shade of orange. It was titled: ADMINISTRATIVE CONVENIENCE & VIBE-MAINTENANCE SURCHARGE.

According to the fine print—which was written in a font so small it required a microscope or a very optimistic heart—the United Rings of Saturn had added a 4,000% fee simply for the "inconvenience of existing in the same quadrant as a species that unironically produced the disco version of Star Wars."

The Saturnians, Nick gathered, were the ultimate NIMBYs (Not In My Back Yard) of the cosmos. They lived in a gated community made of ice and dust, and they viewed Earth as the noisy neighbors who threw loud, tacky parties and never mowed the lawn. The "Convenience Fee" was their way of saying that our presence was an eyesore.

"They aren't just suing us because we pirated music," Nick muttered, rubbing his temples. "They’re suing us because they think we’re trashy."

The Secretary and the Shungite

The door to his office creaked open. It was Dolores, his part-time secretary who spent most of her shifts at the front desk organizing her collection of "healing" crystals and listening to podcasts about how the moon is actually a hollowed-out egg.

"Nick? There’s a very tall woman in the lobby who says she’s a nun, but her habit is made of tarp," Dolores said, oblivious to the fact that Sister Malice had already been and gone. "Also, your phone is glowing. Is that a new app? It looks very... third-eye-opening."

"Dolores," Nick said, his voice flat. "The world is ending. Saturn is repossessing the air. I need you to cancel my 2:00 PM with the dry cleaner."

Dolores blinked, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a jagged piece of black rock. "You’re stressed. This is shungite. It absorbs electromagnetic smog and anxiety. Hold it while you tell me about the air-repossession thing. Is it a government conspiracy? I knew the EPA was up to something."

"It’s not the EPA, Dolores. It’s a sentient gas giant with a grudge and a high-functioning legal department."

Nick spent the next twenty minutes trying to explain the situation. He showed her the scroll. He showed her the math. He explained that his name—the very name his mother had chosen because she thought it sounded "distinguished"—was the reason he was currently the galaxy’s most wanted man.

Dolores listened, nodding thoughtfully. "Well," she said finally, "at least it’s not a lunar egg. But Nick, if they want money, why don't we just give them a tax write-off? My cousin does accounting for a non-profit that saves three-legged ferrets. We could say Earth is a 'Protected Cultural Heritage Site for Tone-Deaf Primates.'"

Nick stared at her. It was the first sensible thing anyone had said all day. It was also completely useless because the Saturnians didn't want a write-off; they wanted the "Vibe-Equity" of the solar system.

The Call to the "Earth Defense Committee"

Nick realized he couldn't handle this alone. He needed the big guns. He needed the people who handled global crises. He needed the United Nations, or at least a very aggressive divorce lawyer.

He picked up his desk phone—the one that was still inhabited by the ghost of Clippy—and dialed a number he’d found in an old directory for "Emergency Inter-Governmental Liaison Services."

"Hello?" a voice answered. It sounded like a man who had spent forty years in a basement and had forgotten what sunlight looked like.

"My name is Nick Carter. I’m an entertainment lawyer in New York. I have just been served a subpoena by the United Rings of Saturn for one hundred and fifty quadrillion credits. They are threatening to repossess the atmosphere by Friday."

There was a long silence on the other end. Then, a heavy sigh.

"Room 402," the voice said. "Bring the paperwork. And don't talk to the press. If they find out the world is ending because of Sting, there will be riots at every Yoga studio in the tristate area."

The Basement of Bureaucracy

Two hours later, Nick found himself in the basement of a nondescript government building in Lower Manhattan. The "Earth Defense Committee" turned out to be three men in wrinkled shirts and a woman who was currently trying to fix a paper jam in a Xerox machine from 1994.

The head of the committee, a man named Arthur (who looked like he was made of lint and disappointment), took the Saturnian scroll from Nick. He laid it out on a long folding table.

"Quadrillions," Arthur muttered, adjusted his glasses. "The last time we had a claim this big, it was from the Martians. They tried to sue us for 'Visual Pollution' because of the Mars Rover. We settled that for three crates of Twinkies and a signed photo of David Hasselhoff. But this... this is Saturnian."

"Is there a difference?" Nick asked.

"Saturnians are the lawyers of the galaxy," the woman at the Xerox machine said without looking up. "They don't want Twinkies. They want the deed to the magnetic field. They want the intellectual property rights to the color blue. They are the people who invented the concept of 'Convenience Fees' before humans even figured out how to use a fork."

Arthur looked at Nick. "And they chose you because of your name?"

"Apparently," Nick said, feeling the heat rise in his neck. "They think the Backstreet Boys are a priestly caste."

The room went silent. Arthur looked at his colleagues. Then, he looked back at Nick. "Well, Mr. Carter, congratulations. You are now the Lead Counsel for the Planet Earth. Your salary is zero dollars, your budget is this half-empty box of paperclips, and if you lose, we all die in a vacuum."

The Fine Print of the Atmosphere

For the next six hours, Nick and the committee pored over the scroll. They discovered that the "Atmospheric Repossession" wasn't just a threat—it was a pre-approved legal maneuver.

"Look here," Nick pointed to a clause near the bottom of the fourth mile of text. "It says that Earth’s oxygen is considered 'Ambient Background Noise' created by the Saturnian-owned sun. Therefore, we are 'stealing' the sun's energy to produce breathable air without paying a 'Photosynthesis Licensing Fee.'"

"They’re charging us for breathing?" Arthur asked, horrified.

"No," Nick corrected. "They’re charging us for the process of breathing. They view our lungs as unlicensed air-processing units. If we want to keep using them, we have to pay a 'Lung-Maintenance Royalty' to the Saturnian Department of Biological Integrity."

The satire was so thick it was hard to breathe—which was ironic, considering the circumstances. The Saturnians had managed to turn the very act of existing into a corporate subscription model. They were the ultimate "As-A-Service" providers. Life-As-A-Service. Air-As-A-Service. Gravity-As-A-Service.

The First Counter-Attack

"We need a loophole," Nick said, pacing the small, windowless room. "We can't pay the money. We can't stop breathing. So we have to prove the contract is invalid."

"How?" Arthur asked. "They wrote the laws. They own the court. They even own the gravity in the courtroom."

Nick stopped. He looked at the scroll again. He thought about his years handling low-level copyright disputes. He thought about the dry cleaner and the hair metal jingle.

"In human law," Nick said, his eyes narrowing, "a contract is only valid if there is a 'Meeting of the Minds.' Both parties have to understand what they are signing. When the Saturnians 'beamed' the concepts of copyright into our brains in 1977, did they provide an End-User License Agreement? Did they give us a chance to 'Opt-Out'?"

The woman at the Xerox machine stopped. "They didn't. They just broadcast it on the same frequency as Welcome Back, Kotter."

"Then it’s an 'Adhesion Contract,'" Nick said, a grin finally touching his face. "It’s a take-it-or-leave-it deal offered by a party with superior bargaining power. And in New York State—and hopefully, in the B-ring of Saturn—those are often unenforceable if they are unconscionable."

"Unconscionable," Arthur whispered. "I like that word. It sounds expensive."

The Cliffhanger

Just as Nick felt a glimmer of hope, the room began to vibrate. The Xerox machine hummed a high-pitched C-sharp. On the table, the Saturnian scroll turned a deep, angry red.

A holographic projection flickered into life in the center of the room. It was Sister Malice. She looked unimpressed.

"Mr. Carter," she said, her voice echoing through the basement. "I see you are attempting to use 'Human Logic.' That is a violation of the Intergalactic Intellectual Property Act, Section 9. Using logic without a license carries a fine of ten quadrillion credits per thought."

She smiled—a cold, terrifying movement of her synthetic lips.

"We have just moved the trial date up. You have twelve hours to reach Saturnian Bankruptcy Court. It is located on the moon of Mimas. If you are late, we will assume you have defaulted on your existence. And Mr. Carter? Bring a sweater. It’s a vacuum out there."

The projection vanished.

Nick looked at Arthur. Arthur looked at the paperclips.

"Does anyone know how to get to Mimas?" Nick asked.

"I think there’s a bus that goes to JFK," Dolores’s voice crackled over the intercom. "But I don't think it goes that far."

The Sweater Debate and the Tactical Briefcase

"A sweater?" Nick yelled at the empty space where Sister Malice’s hologram had just been. "She told me to bring a sweater to a moon made of frozen ammonia? Does she think I’m going for a light autumn hike?"

Arthur, the lint-covered head of the Earth Defense Committee, was already rummaging through a supply closet that looked like it hadn't been opened since the Truman administration. "We don't have a spacesuit, Nick. The budget for 'Planetary Defense' was reallocated to a highway beautification project in Nebraska back in '98. But I think we have a very thick cardigan left behind by a former intern."

He emerged clutching a chunky, mustard-yellow knit sweater that smelled powerfully of mothballs and repressed memories.

"Put it on," Arthur commanded. "It’s wool. Wool is the 'Fair Use' of fabrics—it’s durable, breathable, and legally ambiguous."

Nick pulled the mustard monstrosity over his head, feeling the itch of a thousand angry sheep against his neck. He then began the frantic process of packing his "Tactical Briefcase." Into the worn leather bag went: three yellow legal pads, a handful of stolen pens from the lobby, a printed copy of the New York Rules of Civil Procedure (which he hoped would confuse the aliens), a half-eaten sleeve of saltine crackers, and a lucky tie that featured a pattern of tiny, stylized gavels.

"If I’m going to represent the human race," Nick muttered, shoving a stapler into the side pocket, "I’m going to do it with the tools of a mid-level associate. Bureaucracy is our only shield."

The Journey to the "Launch Site"

"The shuttle is waiting," Arthur said, checking a watch that appeared to have three different minute hands. "But we have to move. The Saturnians don't believe in 'Traffic Delays.' To them, time is a commodity they’ve already sold to a private equity firm in the Andromeda Galaxy."

They scrambled out of the basement and into a yellow taxi that Arthur had summoned via a black, rotary-dial phone. The driver was a man named Sal who seemed entirely unfazed by the fact that his passengers were carrying a glowing, five-mile-long scroll and discussing the repossession of the atmosphere.

"JFK?" Sal asked, popping a piece of gum.

"No," Arthur barked. "The Starbucks on 42nd and 8th. The one with the broken bathroom door."

"Ah," Sal nodded. "The intergalactic terminal. Good luck with the commute. I hear the B-ring is a nightmare this time of year."

As the taxi swerved through the chaotic midday traffic of Manhattan, Nick watched the people on the sidewalk. They were checking their phones, arguing about brunch, and complaining about the humidity—completely unaware that their right to breathe was currently being debated by a sentient gas giant. The satire of it all felt like a physical weight. Humanity was about to be evicted from the solar system, and the only person who could stop it was wearing a mustard sweater and holding a bag of crackers.

The Starbucks Singularity

They arrived at the Starbucks, which looked exactly like every other Starbucks, except for the fact that the line for the espresso machine was composed entirely of individuals in grey suits who refused to make eye contact.

"Go to the far corner," Arthur whispered, pushing Nick toward a door marked OUT OF ORDER / EMPLOYEES ONLY / DO NOT ENTER UNDER PENALTY OF LAW. "The keypad code is the first six digits of Pi, followed by the hashtag for 'Venti.'"

Nick punched in the code. The door didn't lead to a mop closet. It led to an elevator that appeared to be made of polished obsidian and smelled faintly of roasted beans and ozone.

"Wait!" Arthur grabbed Nick’s arm. "One last thing. If they ask you to sign anything in 'Stardust Ink,' don't do it. It’s a trick to get your soul as collateral for the court costs."

"Arthur," Nick said, stepping into the elevator. "If I don't come back, tell my mom... tell her she was right about me becoming a lawyer. It is a dangerous profession."

The Vertical Ascent

The elevator doors slid shut with a sound like a silk sheet being torn. There was no sensation of movement, only a sudden, jarring change in the gravity that made Nick’s mustard sweater feel like it was made of lead.

A screen on the wall flickered to life. It was Clippy again, but now he was wearing a tiny, holographic barrister’s wig.

"I see you’ve opted for the 'Economy Class' ascent!" Clippy chirped. "During our 12-minute flight to the moon of Mimas, would you like to hear some fun facts about Saturnian Bankruptcy law? Fact Number One: In Saturnian court, silence is considered an admission of guilt, and speaking is considered a billable offense!"

Nick slumped against the wall, clutching his briefcase. The elevator walls turned transparent, revealing the Earth shrinking below him. It looked beautiful, fragile, and—according to his legal pad—unbelievably expensive.
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