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chapter 1 grownup

It was hell coming back.

Crossing the lot, the stutter of an old hulk as it fought off scavengers caught my eye and ear. Bots, small ones. Runaway teddies scavenging hard. A horn died and the abandoned deadpark hissed its fury as smaller ‘bots started cannibalizing parts and power. Ignoring the quiet but futile combat, I went on into the mall, trying to forget the excited peeps from smaller bot’s hiding and watching as they waited their turn at the spoils.

The car was probably left there by a joyrider or a Toxic. The mall authority would spend the money to clean the lot out again soon, if runaways were attacking in broad daylight now. Serious vandalizing would get a bounty posted. Serious bloodmoney would get the weaker ‘bots turned over for cash by the bigger ones, if bounty hunters didn’t catch them first.

Inside the mall, I noticed right away how bad it’d gotten. Runaway bots had loosened all ground level vents in the walls and there was a path scored from garbage bins to the vents and back. Giggling whispered down the shafts as you walked by.

Silently thanking the authorities I didn’t have to tolerate crowds of beggars in the causeway yet, I headed down the concourse to my new job as a sales clerk in one of the girlie-shops.

My shop had not gotten hit yet, but I could tell bots were busy prepping vents for it. This place was really due for a cleanout when that kind of smash+grab happened. Runaway children hiding out in the tunnels would be gassed and sent to state-farms. A few might survive here long enough to become professional toys, but most of them would end up weasel their way into crime or whatever street education they could handle. The bots would get bountied by whoever spent the time trapping them down.

Wincing, I tried not to remember the fights over the freshest garbage, the dangerous older kids and all the sly tricks of living under the tunnels. I’d outgrown all that.

Then I saw Teddy’s hole and heard his familiar chirrp waft out at me.

I remembered the older, and how he’d chased me into the pits, trying to steal the credits I’d gotten from that dirty old man.

I remembered the shaft he’d thrown me down when he was finished hurting me, and dangling from the edge, bleeding, semi-conscious and a forty-meter drop down a shaft lined with inch-long spikes just a breath away. And how teddy had saved me, using his precious power money to buy food and bandages till I could scavenge on my own again.

I walked on by. And kept on walking, ignoring him.

I’m a grownup now and I don’t pay any attention to runaway teddys.

end




chapter 2 Day-trip

The day hadn’t even started yet and Aaron was already getting antsy. Henna watched her boyfriend clean up the house, (putting the fire out, stuffing pack-backs while picnic supplies and all while eating whatever breakfast he hadn’t already.) worriedly.

This was not like Aaron at all. Aaron would fight getting up, fight drinking his tea and like wizards everywhere, cheerfully spend the first few hours of any given day watching the sunrise with his pipe fired up.

Watching it from the west, if he had to. Wizards were a weird group that way. Watching the land react to the sun was more important than enjoying the new day to them.

Aaron also hadn’t told her anything about his new and latest secret plan yet and that was a little worrying. Her almost husband was a good planner and a worse builder.

The new sauna had burnt down for instance, the new stream bathing pool had gotten over-run by snapping turtles, the new and improved fireplace had far too much wood stacked far too close to it for safety, and most of his other household improvements had needed lots of tradesmen to fix.

The results of his handicrafts were way beyond wizardry when the dust had finished settling from most of them. Along with the smoke, ash, irate neighbors and city-officials demanding explanations trying to settle things.

Henna still didn’t like thinking about the new trap door into the basement. The floor down there was mostly ick and after a good head start, you sunk to your knees in muck if you dropped in suddenly.

The cat hadn’t talked to Aaron for weeks after that one.

A picnic would be hard to mess up, and there were always herbs to collect in the great flat grasslands that surrounded the town; if that was what he had in mind. Henna sighed happily and made sure she had lots of snipping tools, collection bags and first aid supplies in her pouch.

Lots and lots of first aid supplies; including a burn kit, snake bite, sewing tools, bandages and painkiller tea too. Aaron was getting busy again.

Hiking with him while he was on a planned trip would probably require it all. You’d swear trees looked for ways to fall on him and since this was the middle of the flatlands, that was a good trick. Normal for Aaron, tho.

Her work was more staid. The Monday medical trade could wait, being mostly hangovers and pregnancy cures anyway. The acne and love potion trade would start tomorrow.

“We’re heading out for the day, dear!” Came Aaron’s excited yipe, finally. “Come get ready.”

“I know, dear.” Henna answered him absently, still trying to stuff herbs into her kit. More bleeding stoppers, or more painkillers? Bandages or a knife to cut cane with? Something for upset stomachs or spices? “I’m ready already.”

“Hey? This was supposed to be a surprise.” Walking into the room, Aaron watched Henna slip on her travel boots with a disappointed look on his face. “A big surprise. Oh, you witched it!”

“It is a surprise. Normally you’d be out on the back porch cursing whoever’d been stealing firewood by now.” Henna murmured quietly. “Instead, you’re ready for a day-trip somewhere. A nature hike.”

“Sort of. The dwarfs have a camp just outside town. Well, a few hours outside town and they’ve invited me to visit. Isn’t this going to be fun?”

“Dwarfs?” Henna gulped quietly, then started adding weapons to her outfit. “Really? And they invited you there for what?”

“I don’t know. It should be a fun trip anyway.” Aaron burbled on. “For me, anyway. Metal-workers, just think! I might finally get some traffic. Wizard-work!”

“More likely they want you to tell them which sample has the most gold.” Her grumbling and travel preparations complete, Henna smiled up at Arron. “Or something like that. You’ve never dealt with dwarfism before?”

“No. Are they dangerous or something?” Aaron watched Henna closely. She was less than thrilled with the idea of a day in a dwarf camp, and he had no idea why.

“Well, they make weapons. Some are known for raids. Small raids, but raiding.” Henna started slowly, handing Aaron a sword to wear on his belt. “They also make special goods, so they tend to have a lot of mercenaries who own them favors.”

“And rivals willing to steal from anyone traveling in and out of their camps. And jealous nobles who don’t want any weapons not theirs floating around. And witches who hate cold iron would always like to see them gone.” Henna went on, pointedly strapping a knife to her belt.

“All that for a group that makes nails? Isn’t that a bit much?” Aaron was puzzled. He really wanted to go talk to the dwarfs today. Metal-wizardry of any kind always excited him.

“Lets just go see what they want from you. Then we’ll decide.” There was a small shake of her head at that. Henna did not like dealing with the little peoples, they had a permanent grudge against the taller types. “Maybe they just want news of a dragon hoard or something.”

“Bring your staff, tho. We might need it.”

With that Henna led the way out of the room, the house and the town, taking special care to stop and inform the more vicious gossips of their plans as they travelled thru the market and out of town.

It didn’t hurt to have a few people informed, especially if they were going to see the little people.

****

“They wanted something alright.” Aaron said dully as he and Henna made their way out of the still smoldering ruins of the dwarf camp. “And worse yet, for free.”

“We’ve already had a dragon come help us with wizardry.” Henna mused to herself. “Even if it was a baby dragon. They must’ve known.”

“A dragon forge? They must’ve been insane. No one can handle a dragon forge, not even demons were willing to try that.” Aaron brushed ash off his shoulder, eyebrows and staff, shuddering. He coughed as Henna looked sympathetically on. “And using dragon fire to forge a hero’s sword? Impossible.”

“Your dragon-fire, Aaron. Or at least your staff’s.” The day finished, Henna headed determinedly towards the nearest stream. “It never occurred to them that fire and iron, steel and magic might not mix well.”

“I did get them to pay in advance. They swore it was just a sword they wanted tempered by magical fire.” The day had not gone all that well, but Henna could see Aaron already re-writing the day’s events in his mind, trying to find a positive aspect to it.

“It was a bad tempering. The sword went magic. It also went slightly berserk and hopped around by itself for a while. I wonder why it attacked chickens that way.” Musing almost to herself, Henna sighed as the stream came into view. “A living, magic sword. You’d think the steel in that sword remembered something unpleasant and wanted revenge.”

“It was hard to stop, but I think I know what happened. Acid wash refining. The usual secret procedure for quietly refining ore.” He explained. “You run gravel thru a chicken once or twice to remove impurities.” The recital was dull. “Then reforge it into carbon steel by cooking it with lots of charcoal.”

“Takes days to change properly. Cure the steel.” He added, still coughing and brushing clouds of ash off himself. “Iron absorbs the charcoal slowly. I guess they didn’t do enough of that.”

“Cure?” Henna asked, more to keep Aaron happy than anything else/ She was a witch, after all. Curing things was supposed to be something she was interested in.

“The charcoal they used was from a dragon-blasted oak. Blasted by a rival dragon, unfortunately.” Aaron explained. “How were we supposed to know dragons are incompatible and their magics antagonistic?”

“When you tried to temper the steel…”

“Two dragons, two magics. It went bad-tempered. Then after chickens. Then blew up when I tried to wiz it still.” Aaron grumbled on. ” And sprayed most of the village with sparks. Oh well, lesson learned. Always check everything yourself.”

“Never take a dwarf’s word for things being clean. And here’s the stream. Let me see if I have anything for twice-removed dragon burns in here.” Henna giggled happily as she got to wash the gray ash from her ears. “There is one thing I don’t understand, tho. What was it the sword was screaming the whole time?”

“Dragon song. His dragon song.” Aaron mumbled as he gingerly stripped down and prepared for a cleansing dip in the brook. “‘The chicken sings of roasted coward.’ is a rough translation of it, I think.”

“A chicken-spit sword, then.” Sighing, Henna unstoppered a bottle containing salve. “Well-skewered clucks, to say the least. He did get quite a few of them.”

“It also steals. A true barbarian sword.” Arron sighed happily as cool water washed over his fresh burns.

“What a day. Bad-tempered chicken steel and a dragging roast.”

end




chapter 3 tomorrows tomorrow

I love the drop.

Man, when that kaxton goes, I’m first in line for freefall. Always. Sarge keeps trying to put me back, keep me at the end of the line where I’d push the wussies into action, but here in combat I can trade for the right to ride point against the infidels with newbies.

I am Borg. The suit makes it all happen for me. I LOVE my suit.

Power-assisted servo’s drag a ton of ever-nasty combat-gear around with me. I can punch thru walls and jump over buildings. An ordinary tank is deadmeat against us, my claws can tear them apart. I can almost stop a Bolo by myself and am worth more than most African nations.

What we can’t go thru, I can blow out of the way. 5G smarter weapons take ALL the aiming out of this stuff.

Tonight was a fun-night, the first in a while. This drop we were getting splashed down into a lake and except for Johnston, who was stuck in a deep ravine, we marched out in good order and time. We were hitting hard tonight, the first action since Operation Rebel-Yell when we took out some colonies on the polar ice cap.

It was a sleeper op, up thru water pipes and marching thru sewers. Follow the map and smash into the palace. Reduce said palace to rubble. Bounce out, everybody making their own way back to pickup point.

Easy work. It went fast.

After meeting up with Johnston, we cleaned out two banks and some jewel shops before going home. Fast, easy, quiet. Hide the loot at the bottom of said handy lake for later. Rejoin troops.

War is fun. War is good. I love the drop.

I love my suit.

***




chapter 4 mc

“Merry Christmas! HA HA HA!”

My wince must’ve been audible ‘cause Crissy turned around and put her big baby blues on me.

“I do wrong, no?” came chirping out as I sputtered protests at her innocence.

“You do wrong, YES!, Crissy.” I sighed and wiped the weary tears away. “It goes HO, not HA!”

Her great big eyes looked puzzled and the Christmas ornaments drooped a little. I sighed and tried explaining to the tree why “HA” didn’t work here.

Again.

It’s hard to hurt a puppy, even when the puppy looks like a swamplog in drag, but I was being paid for it. I kept explaining things to Crissy till I was sure she had it this time.

Trying to ignore the usual crowd of alien watchers that stopped to stare, I explained the difference between ho, ha and hi to my charge, the ambassador from Swampland, a newly discovered planet with people of its own.

It didn’t sink into Crissy’s skull, err… trunk. Bark. Whatever… Very well. I could tell that by the way she trotted gaily thru the mall going ‘HA HA HA!’ to everyone she met. So far most had enjoyed having a mobile Christmas tree talk to them.

English was the least of my problems. If I wasn’t careful, some sharpie was gonna try and unload his whole shop on her again. Crissy would rather ‘deroot’ as she said, than be blunt to a pushy salesman.

My charge was a little on the wimple side at the moment and I didn’t want to reason with another coffee-shop lawyer on what made a binding contract with not-quite-diplomatic immunity. My idea of reasoning with these yahoos made that a bloodsport anyway.

Crissy was already a charter member of “The Useless, Sleeping, Thumbfooted Boneheads Club”, the “Cheap Thrills R -US” club, the Masons AND the local PTA. Explaining washroom breaks to my boss only went so far and I couldn’t afford to leave her to any more predators.

Today’s problem was the season. Every try to explain Christmas to some whose idea of religion was adding fertilizer (RAW stinking FRESH fertilizer) to a bucket of slimy mud, then standing in it for a while?

She did, however, like the tree decorations and wore as many as she could hang on her branches. Nobody had told her the trees we dragged in were dead. Or that the holiday was based on somebody we’d strung up for rabble-rousing.

Then the pirate ship appeared on the horizon.

Literally. A pirate ship on Horizon TV, the latest wallset.

A video shop was showing clips from the latest epic, you know the one, the rim-shot where a beauty gets fed to the volcano. The shot was of her doing a graceful dive, then skittering around on the hot lava as her clothes burnt off. A good clip. She moved like grease on a hot griddle, screaming beautifully the whole time.

Crissy didn’t like the rowan tree some idiot had left in the background in the rim shot.

This was worse than the dog’s little mistake.

Worse than her attempt to give advice to, yes, you guessed it, Bush.

I avoid Druids now, by the way. BOY, do I avoid Druids.

Now I’ve gotta explain to my boss WHY my tree dismantled a wall-screen TV while I watched.

He’s not gonna go for the knothole line, or pining. As it turns out, Crissy was a rowan up the creek without a pad herself and just wanted to get the natives to leaf the tree alone.

Now that he’ll believe.

end




chapter 5 bugjuice

Now this mudball was hell.

So there I was, your average McBem, (Middle Class Bug Eyed Monster) doing my bit to keep the empire from collapse by invading some mudball called earth. Like all the worms don’t call their home earth and we really needed more know-nothing slaves in the empire.

Not that I had a choice about it or anything. If I didn’t do my five out in the boonies with the rest of the troopers, I’d get declared outlaw.

For those of you in the outer systems where things are still done in the dirt, that’s death around here. You can’t even breath in my town without a card. Not for very long anyway. So I’m doing my five raping new worlds and bringing happy-slaves into the comforting bosom of the empire.

And hoping the raw ones were sufficiently awed to declare me a god while I stomped them back into the mud.

There’s nothing like an edible softie telling you how wonderful you are while you roast their kids for din-din.

So that’s invading. It isn’t all bad. It isn’t all good either. A disgusting number of grunts turn up dead by unknown forces while we pacify the bloodball and that doesn’t make for real easy sleep.

This mudball was hell. Mostly mater and islands and there were still lots of wild herds running around loose to coverup activity. Hell, they had dirty atomics and wild ones all over the place, but headquarters had picked this as the best target and the best it was.

The fuckup factory NEVER makes mistakes. Disaster department sleaze buries all their errors far from home.

A hundred years before or after was the grunt’s call. In a few years everything but the worms would be dead and a hundred years ago they didn’t have the smarts to make trouble. So we invade in the middle of it and all hell breaks loose.

ALL the usual troubles and then some. They were mass-producing long range hand held destructors by the time we got ‘em cooked. Like a worm is gonna need a weapon that’ll let you poke holes in a helmet on the moon.

But then I met this girl…one of the religious ones. Just like the training films said not to do after you’ve started feeling slimy about wasting so many of ‘em. Them getting ANYTHING right was a near first, but by that time it was too late for me. I’d converted from my life of sin and into a kosher one.

Oh_vey, eh?

Don’t worry, it was right outta the manual. Since we were having trouble killing the natives, we picked a group to do it for us and armed them. The french were busy trying to sterilize Europe, some dinky highlanders were subduing China, Korea, some islands and a big desert around there.

They were jumping all over us in Africa for the chance to wipe out their neighbors. Same as South America.

I was part of a team trying to get some puppet-king action going in the gulf. How was I to know another division was working the Syrians? AND I fell for the girl.

Oh, how the shit did fly when the revolution happened.

Anyway… this girl I met. She was a beaut, a real smooth talker that had me in a hat and beard before I even knew what was going on. That was cool, that’s what I was supposed to be doing. That and supplying them with nifty weapons with trackers built into ‘em.

The stinking rotten worms dismantled one too many and found the bugs, the tracker, the unstable power supply we could blow from orbit and the little adjustment that made our battle-plate invincible.

You know the rest of it.

Come the revolution, ‘bout half of the worm-troops in the world turned on us with weapons that worked. I was inside headquarters delivering a report when they hit.

Could I just have four more guys in here for a moment before I die? I need to say some prayers.

end




chapter 6 earthday

“Time, horsehead, time!”

“I have all the time in the world, Spike, but I share it with everyone else.” I looked at his expression and coughed a little. “Hum, bad guess, eh? Ok, it’s…”

I looked at my watch, ducking the rotten looks I was getting from my favorite bartender. “It’s 3:25 am, Spike, why ya asking?”

Spike fumed from his post behind the bar for a moment. “Because I want to lock up! This place becomes an after-hours private club only if there’s enough traffic to make it worth staying open.”

“I’m not worth the trouble? Not even for the wit and warm of my company?”

“Insults and smoldering ashtrays aren’t my idea of fun anymore.” Spike started looking agitated and kept glancing at the door. “So beat it, I got things to do tonight.”

My drink and smoldering ashtray disappeared with that remark, so I pushed off my bar-stool and headed for the door.

“Ok, I can tell when my business isn’t wanted. I’ll go to… to….” I stopped and tried to think of somewhere a frustrated writer could toss out ideas without talking to a wall that giggled. There weren’t many places. “To… to…”

“Try home.” Spike whipped off his apron and followed me out the door. “It’s about the only place still open around here unless you like your do-nuts REALLY fresh.”

He followed me out, jingling keys like they were alarm bells. I nodded. It was the most pleasant thing I’d heard today.

“What’cha got going, Spike? Anything an earther can get in on?”

Spike snorted and stood outside his door, locking up and looking me over. “Hummm… I don’t think this is really the smart thing to do, but you’re welcome to tag along if you want.” Having said that, he took off walking down the street at a fast pace.

I bounced up, happy at the invite, and puffed after Spike. Life had been getting really dull recently.

“So what’s up?” I gasped when I caught up to him.

“It’s a terrorist meeting and we’ve got to plan a target for our next hit… oops… that was last week. Tonight we go plant bombs. For the revolution.”

I slowed down a little and watched Spike tear off into the distance. He could really move on those eight legs when he wanted to.

“Plant bombs?” I asked, slowing down and talking to an empty street. “Do I want to plant bombs tonight?”

I never got an answer. Something jerked me into a dark alley and spend a few sparkling moments putting my lights out.

The smoke-filled room I woke up in wasn’t a pleasant surprise, but not being tied up was… I made a few shambling attempts to roll over and stopped, exhausted in the middle of prying open the first eyelid.

“Hey Charlie, the earther’s waking up.”

That chirpy little voice seared thru my mind like acid on wood. I was still fighting off the bubbling pits when someone tried to pull me to my feet.

After collapsing in a heap a few times, they gave that up and stuck a bottle in my mouth. I may have been in bad shape, but I knew that when it happened. Unfortunately, I drank about 6 ounces of chilled Disk-scum before I knew what I was doing.

My stomach just curled up into a ball and started whimpering about lawsuits for mistreatment as that fire and ice started doing its dirty work of violently rearranging my insides.

It must’ve worked. After a few moments of promising to be good in this life, a monk in the next and a saint after that I got my eyes open and looked around.

Spike was sitting in a dark room with a few of his buddies, looking really embarrassed. “Charlie dragged you into a doorway built for pubes.” He muttered in a pathetic way. “Try not to mention it, OK?”

I looked around. Someone was handing out guns and small silver packages to everyone there. Spike already had his strapped on.

“Wha?”

“Just put these on.” Spike picked up a set for me and after hanging them on me, started pushing towards the door.

“Go earther go” come a shout from behind me. Spike blushed and pushed a little harder.

“UP the glorious revolution.”

The slamming of the door cut the noise off. I was reasonable thankful for that, but not crazy about the tunnel I was standing in. Not that I was really able to stand anyway, but being bend double like that was giving my stomach all sorts of interesting ideas I didn’t want to have anything to do with.

“Wha?”

Spike took one look and started dragging me out. We popped out in a square with a fountain in it and I made a stumbling rush for the water. At this point, I didn’t care what bathed in it.

“Wawa” muttered Spike. “There you go, stupid. And as soon as you’re finished, get moving! We’ve got a lot of work to do tonight.”

After splashing some water on my face, I felt almost human again. THAT didn’t help. I patted my head, trying to avoid the new lump that was growing there, and after checking out the rest of me, tried hanging the gun belt somebody had put around mt waist in a more comfortable and less conspicuous way.

“What’re we up to Spike?” I asked the obvious question as soon as I thought I could trust my mouth again. Disk-scum tends to do silly things to your coordination.

“Tonight we work for the glory of the revolution.” he grumbled, hefting his ammo-belt. “Plant bombs, remember?”

Spike, armed? I took a closer look at his gun-belt and ammo pack. They didn’t look like much to me.

“Oh really? With these pea-shooters?” I pulled my gun out and had a closer look at it. “Hey! This IS a pea-shooter!”

“And these are your bombs.” Spike thru me a silver package. It was filled with seeds.

“Beans!” I muttered. “We’re going out to plant beans with a pea-shooter…”

“Kentucky Blue Bomers. Up the green revolution, earther.” came Spike’s sarcastic voice. “Now get a move on, we’ve got lots of area to cover before dawn.”

end




chapter 7 moonquake

The crack coming down the wall didn’t bother me any, but the small stream of rock dust dribbling out of it did. I tried not to think of the moonbase dome sinking into the world’s largest pot-hole while I was there on my training mission.

“Looks like the top 30 feet of wall have turned to gravel and started moon base expansion plans early.”

Pointing this out to my roommate was a waste of time. He didn’t care for anything that didn’t make points with our cadet leader and HE really didn’t want to hear complaints about the condition of our room.

“Don’t worry about it, it’s just a little dust. You learn to expect a little dust every now and then on the moon.” Ralph didn’t even look up. Evil was becoming to him. “Sides, you’ll get laughed off the base as a green-horn if you do anything else.” He mentioned.

“So they have the occasional dust explosion in an airlock, yeah. Anybody could mistake that for a dome-out.” I muttered. “But on a bedrock wall thirty feet down?”

The more I studied the crack, the more it worried me. “Don’t you remember all the noise about water and air leaks a few weeks ago? Is this it?”

Ralph put his feet up and scratched himself nosily. “If you’re worried, just patch it over. I’ll put ya in for a good conduct badge.”

That, coming from a “climb thru slime” type, was a great suggestion. I got out the kit and started the coverup. It was dirty work.

“If this does stop the dust, there’ll be that much less to clean and I want extra points for it.” I mentioned.

“For pulling a “Little Dutch-boy maneuver and holding back the dikes of moon-dust from our room?” Ralph snorted disgust. “That’ll be the day.”

“For stopping the quake.” I corrected. “The dome wall is centered on here, and if it’s cracking…”

“Oops. The whole dome falls on our heads one darkside moonquake and we all die in the process.” Ralph sat up on his bunk and watched me while I patched the wall carefully. “Just clean up the coverup, would ya? I don’t want to try to explain to anyone that my roommate is trying to save the dome in his spare time. Again.”

“Not to worry. I’m not the one who used the magnetic girder to trick 300 girl-scout’s compasses into coming in our airlock and forgot to dismantle it.”

He blushed. “At least I got some of them to get sweaty with me doing some star-gazing in the sauna.”

“All the upper levels are heated like that.” I stood back and sprayed a final coat which almost immediately started to bubble. Some went in, sealing the leaks, and the dust continued to seep out at the bottom of the cracks and the bubbles. I nodded worriedly at that.

“Well, this could a ticket home or enough points to let us stay. Who do ya wanna take this to?”

Ralph stopped staring and started thinking. I trusted his judgment on this one. He couldn’t add very well, he was a slob to live with but he could out tap-dance the elders, beating them in their own game.

“Risky any way ya do it, even with solutions thrown in to sweeten the pot for the brass-hats. ” Ralph sounded absentminded as his wheels turned. “There’s just too many people who’ll want to have a say in this.”

I moaned. The problems weren’t enough, he wanted elegant solutions before he started anything.

“We may have to do something and not expect points for it anywhere.” I started. Ralph looked shocked.

“Never! That’s against all rules of the game. You Never do ANYTHING without making something on the problem, the solution AND the side effects.” He sighed and reached for the lights. “You just write up a nice report and I’ll think about who to take to so we can stay. Just make sure there’s at least a random smattering of helpful suggestions in it too.”

The room blacked out and I sat there in the dark cursing. “Hey! Ya want me to write it in the dark?”

“Go to the study, it has reference books.” came the mumbled reply.

“So does my terminal!”

Flicking the lights back on, I ignored Ralph’s whining as the cleanup and repatching of the dome wall got finished.
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