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Lieutenant Commander Roe leaned his head
back against the door to his quarters and pretended not to be in a
compromising position. The mechanism buzzed angrily, chewing on the
long braid it held captive. He propped one elbow against the frame,
struck a natural pose, and nodded at the two low-ranking crew
members passing in the hall.

“Ensigns.”

“Sir.” The nearest flicked
him a sharp salute. Not necessary, and humiliating considering his
current circumstances, but polite just the same.

As soon as their uniforms vanished around
the next corner, Roe lifted his wrist comm. and snarled into it.
“Brax, where the hell are you?”

“On my way.” The Vorailen
huffed his response, was probably running through the halls. “Had
to get tools.”

“Just hurry.”

Roe reached behind his shoulder and grasped
the offending braid. He tugged. He twisted, and all he earned for
his efforts was a headache. Damned automatic doors anyway. The
remainder of his hair swirled and thumped against his back, each
braid heavy enough to leave a bruise if he kept at it. Roe cursed
and abandoned his efforts at winning free. Brax should be here any
second, should have been here five minutes ago. He went back to
posing.

“Hello Commander.” The
sultry voice burbled through a set of perfect, Pescine lips. Roe
knew that voice, and his elbow shot back into position as he turned
to face its owner. Cool. Be cool, Roe. Prop the elbow in front of
your little indiscretion.

“Commander Diela, good
afternoon.”

Her gill slits vibrated slightly, and her
watery eyes widened at him. The weapons officer ran one delicious,
long-fingered hand over her mottled scalp. The colors reminded him
of sunsets on his home world—all blue and lavender. She had to have
at least eight digits on each hand, but Roe had never managed to
get close enough to count them.

“Are you on duty,
Commander?”

“Not for a few hours.” His
elbow slid a few inches, and he repositioned and cleared his
throat. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“Lasers.”

“Excuse me?”

“Help me convince them
that we still need to train the cadets on lasers.” She sighed, and
her gills ruffled again. Roe’s elbow slipped another fraction down
the door frame. “They don’t know maintenance. They don’t know
repairs. They don’t know one end of the damned things from the
other. Someone’s going to get killed down there.”

“Have you filed a report?”
She gave him a look. The eyes again. Roe readjusted his pose and
nodded. “Right. Stupid question. Sorry.”

“They don’t care. Lasers
are yesterday’s weapon.”

“So why do you
care?”

“Because if their fancy
new guns fail, I believe in having a backup plan.”

“I suppose there’s a
certain nostalgia about them as well.” Roe liked lasers. You could
trust a tried and true weapon. He liked the way Diela’s eyes lit up
when he said “nostalgia” even more.

“I knew you’d
understand.”

The way she said it, the way she stepped
forward, had him leaning out to meet her. He didn’t make it four
inches before the tug reminded him his hair was stuck in the door.
Damn rotten timing.

“You’re a bit like a laser
yourself, aren’t you?”

Roe let the rush of hormones get the best of
him. He wiggled his head, ignored the tugging from the trapped
braid, and pulled out his favorite, seductive tone, “Is that
because I’m hot and dangerous?”

“Almost.” Diela moved
closer. He could just feel the gill flutter. “It’s because you’re a
little out of date,” she reached with one many-fingered hand and
plucked a braid from behind his back. Thankfully, it wasn’t the
trapped one. She ran several digits along the weave and stretched
her eyes wide. “But still very nice to have around.”

He might have been offended had she not been
stroking his “out-dated” hair while she said it. As it was, he only
managed to imagine what else she could do with all those fingers.
He swallowed, breathed. “So, how about I’m nice to have around for
drinks later?”

Deila dropped the braid. Too far. He could
see it in her eyes. Still, she didn’t back away either. “Roe, I’d
like to. I would.”

“But?”

“Have you heard any more
about the promotion?”

“Yeah.” He stiffened.
“They want me to cut my hair.”

“Oh.”

“You too?”

“No.” She stepped back
now, looked up and down the hallway, at her feet, everywhere but at
him. “I like your hair. It’s just…”

“Just what?”

“A polydactyl’s gotta have
her standards, Roe.”

“Standards?” Now he
managed offense. He might be classified as a hippy, but he didn’t
count as galaxy trash by a long shot.

“That sounds bad. I only
meant, you know, on board we like to date up the
ladder.”

“I see.”

“I was really hoping you’d
get that promotion.”

“Nice.” He sounded
petulant, but she deserved it. “Well, you know how it is when
you’re out-dated.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“Roe.”

“Hey, there’s Brax. I’ll
see you around, Deila.”

“Okay.” She shuffled away,
brushing past his reptilian best friend without looking back. Or
apologizing, but then, Brax was only a Lieutenant.

Brax didn’t notice. He waddled as fast as
his stout legs could flap and skidded to a bumbling stop in front
of Roe’s door. His green face had flushed purple at the edges, and
his chest and throat puffed with each exhausted breath. Loyal, that
was Brax. His stubby digits clutched a box of tools to boot. Brax
could be counted on no matter what.

“Thank God you made
it.”

Brax rolled his bulbous eyes over the scene
and deflated with a whoosh of exhaled tension. “Your hair’s caught
in the door again, isn’t it?” Loyal didn’t omit the need to be a
wise ass, apparently.

“Just get it free,
Brax.”

“You know,” The box
clicked open, and his buddy went to work despite the ribbing. “Next
time you could just use that knife in your belt and…”

“Forget it.”

“Right.” He popped the
access panel and jammed a tweaker into the door controls. “Get
ready.”

The door released its hold, and Roe stumbled
into the hall. “Man, I hate that thing.”

Brax sighed and stuffed the tools back into
the box.

“Thanks, Brax. I owe
you.”

“Again.”

“Again.” He examined the
chewed up braid. The last six inches at least would need reweaving.
“Buy you a drink?”

“Thought you had bridge
duty today.”

“I have a few hours,
yet.”

Brax grunted. “You know the Admiral’s on
spec.”

He hadn’t. Not that it mattered. Inspections
were routine in the fleet, but Admiral Denton had taken an instant
dislike to his new Lieutenant Commander. Roe figured it had to be
the hair thing again, and he really needed that drink.

“Stash the box in my
quarters and come on, Brax.”

“The Forbidden
Zone?”

“Where else?”

 




 


He sipped his Supernova and watched Brax
flounder through his pick-up routine. The humanoid target looked
down her lengthy nose while the Vorailen stammered out a greeting.
Roe didn’t catch which one his friend tired—Brax only had three
lines to his name—but the woman’s answer rang loud and clear.

“Aren’t you a little short
for an alien?”

He flinched despite sitting six stools away
from the encounter. Poor Brax. Hell, poor both of them. Roe scowled
at his drink, weak, too close to his shift for the good stuff.
Still, he tossed it back and glared across the room at the senior
officers clustered in one corner of the bar. The station had an
official pub, one where the command staff should have gathered, but
even the big brass knew The Forbidden Zone proved a far better
hangout—and provided better hunting.

Brax stumbled back to his stool, and Roe
waved at the dispenser-bot for a refill. “Bad luck, man.”

“Earth girls are
difficult.”

“True. True.”

“I saw you talking to
Deila before.”

“Yep.”

“How’d that go?” Brax was
the only other soul on board that knew about his crush on the
finger-endowed Pescine.

“She’s looking for more
brass in her dates.”

“Bad luck.”

“Yep.”

Brax sighed and sipped his tumbler of
sludge. Green strings trailed from the cup to his lips when he set
it down. They caught the overheads and sparkled when he spoke.
“Maybe you’ll get lucky today.”

“I think I’m out of
luck.”

“Well, the Admiral will be
watching. You could do something clever, convince him you
deserve…”

“Denton hates my guts,
Brax.”

“You could get
lucky.”

“How do you fit so much
optimism inside such a pathetic frame?”

“My mum was a
Sunfish.”

“I can believe that.” Roe
tossed back the second drink, shook his head, and hopped off the
stool, braids swinging. “Take another stab at her buddy.” He
clapped Brax on the shoulder and waved for more green goo. “Maybe
you’ll get lucky too.”

Roe didn’t speak Vorailen, but he was pretty
sure the curse Brax muttered as he slipped away was illegal in most
sectors.

 




 


“It’s not responding to
missiles, Sir.” Roe pushed his braids back from a forehead tinted
with sweat. Damned if something hadn’t happened. Damned if Brax
hadn’t called it in spades.

“Not responding? How the
hell do you not respond to a fully charged, ionic
projectile?”

“I’m not certain, Sir, but
it appears to be batting them away.”

The Admiral blinked at him. It took several
minutes as the gesture flickered from one set of the man’s eyes to
the other. No one could accuse Fleet Admiral Denton Press of being
short on ocular capacity.

During the lapse, Roe took the opportunity
to peek sideways at the view screen. The planet-sized jellyfish
flexed and rippled across its vast surface. It had decimated a good
half of their fleet, but a few rumpled assault cruisers still
dangled in the swaying tentacles.

None of their weapons had so much as made
the thing flinch, at least, none that the Admiral had thought of.
If they hadn’t been about to perish, Roe might have wished Deila
were here for this next bit.

“We could try lasers,
Sir.” Hell someone had to make a suggestion, at this point, any
suggestion.

“Lasers? Are you daft,
Lieutenant Commander? The fleet hasn’t used lasers in
decades.”

“But they are still
equipped, Admiral.” Of course, according to his favorite Pescine,
none of the cadets knew how to use them.

“Useless. Weak.” Denton
fumed.

“We’ve tried everything
else already, Sir.”

The Admiral started the blink cycle again.
His cranial orb wobbled side to side as he considered. On screen,
the space-faring jellyfish flexed a limb and lifted the Spartan V
into its black hole of a mouth.

“Sir?” They didn’t have
any damn time.

“Fine.” Denton snapped out
of it and nodded. “Try lasers. Why not? If they don’t work we could
always microwave it next. Or maybe we can fling a toaster at
it?”

Roe ignored the sarcasm and leaped into
action. He wove his way to the command chair, waved the befuddled
Captain aside, and keyed the new orders, his orders, into the
weapons bank. The jellyfish ate another cruiser and shifted a few
kilometers closer.

“Fire lasers,” Roe
commanded. He watched the light flare and dive toward the enemy.
Seconds before impact, a swath of starfield cleared. The tentacles
twitched aside, and the beam weapon fired through empty space. Roe
squinted and chewed his bottom lip. It didn’t like the laser, that
was certain, but if it kept moving out of the way…

“You see, Commander,”
Denton announced his triumph, their doom, as if it were a victory.
“You bloody hippy! Nothing works.”

“Adjust trajectory at my
command.” Roe punched buttons, an idea spawning even as he acted on
it.

“What are you
doing?”

“Fire lasers.”

“Are you completely
mad?”

“Adjust target and fire
again.”

He ignored the Admiral’s snort and kept on
pressing buttons. He glanced up between shots, watching the
tentacles, calculating his next move. Already, half the beast’s
limbs had grasped one another, a few of them knotted together. He
fired again and again.

Four shots later, the Admiral gasped. He
slid in beside Roe and peered at the screen. “Are you doing what I
think you’re doing?

Roe nodded and kept weaving. The tentacles
dodged the light, and he guided them with each successive
blast—this way and that--until nearly three quarters had been
tangled by the dance of his lasers.

“Good show, man.” Admiral
Denton placed a hand on his shoulder. “You pull this off, and I’ll
see you get a commendation.”

“How about a promotion?”
Roe didn’t look up. His fingers danced across the
controls.

“We’ll see, Roe. We’ll
see.”

“Right.”

The jellyfish finally realized its dilemma,
but Roe already had the upper hand. Its reflex to avoid the laser’s
beam had trussed it up, effectively immobilized the creature. It
flexed and twisted to no avail.

“Excellent!” Denton
smacked him on the back and howled for joy. “Where did you learn to
weave like that, Roe?”

The Lieutenant Commander, at last, looked
away from the buttons. He checked his work and nodded. His own
ocular duo squinted. His lips twisted into a smile and he ran a
hand through his forest of braided locks. Where, indeed.

“You mentioned a
promotion.” He held the Admiral’s gaze, though he was outmatched by
sheer numbers. Finally, Denton nodded. His thick lips quirked up on
one side, and the man actually laughed.

“By god, Roe, why not?” He
lifted his gaze to the screen, where the remainder of the fleet
took turns at the neutralized hostile. Then he eyed Roe’s braids
and chuckled again. “Full Commander?”

OEBPS/cover.jpg
collected stories

Frances Pauli





