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      The cherry-cheeked entertainment director took a pull on his opalescent jumpdust dispenser, breathed it deeply into his lungs, then exhaled a cloud of glittering particles into the stolid air of the now empty, but otherwise expansive star lounge. The sound of cleaners cleaning made a din in the background. An assistant brought the director another drink.

      Falling to the floor, the particles scintillated.

      Dude was a beefy guy, which made a certain kind of sense because Dude spent half his life out where a hundred extra kilos doesn’t hurt at all—and he has infinite access to star cruise food.

      With a cruise director’s salary and nothing left to do, what the hell do you expect?

      Shoving the dispenser behind his ear, the entertainment director shuffled his weight around in the chair, then looked up.

      “Next?” he called out in a voice raw enough to say he’d been doing the jumpdust for a long time.

      From side stage, Lyn Moore, the smarter, better-looking half of the Moore Brothers, scratched the back of his head with one hand, the other hooking his guitar by the neck. “What the hell?” he said.

      James, the other smarter, better-looking half of the duo, peered out, too, looping his instrument to settle over his shoulder as he scanned the director. He felt a little silly wearing the vivid blue and yellow duds Lyn had been so on and on about (it’ll go great with the stage! You’ll see!). While Lyn had probably been right on the aesthetics, James still thought the long bell-bottom pants and fluffy sleeved shirt made him feel like something out of Glam-Bam, the intergalactic trade journal that was always trying to find new ways to make a splash. All they needed now was a prismatic laser ball and they’d fit right into TekniFab Crew Six, the group that was on the front edge of this week’s standard issue.

      Sellouts.

      The director’s expression didn’t give James any comfort.

      “Dude doesn’t seem happy to see us, does he?”

      “Maybe not,” Lyn replied, “but look at those girls!”

      “They aren’t all women,” James said.

      “All the ones I care about are.”

      James rolled his eyes. This was a Galactic Cruise Lines ship. The hosts—human and alien, men, women, and everything between—were going to be strictly off-limits, no matter how stunning they looked dressed up in their catsuits, princess spandex, and star power dresses.

      He wondered if any of them were holographic.

      The place was closed until launch, so they were probably all real.

      Still.

      “Focus, Lyn.”

      “Oh, believe me, I’m focused.”

      Feeling a lost cause, James studied the entertainment director.

      Dude most definitely did not appear happy to see anyone, better yet another in the long line of acts he’d been dealing with all day. Actually, Dude’s several hundred pounds of mass appeared to be sweating under the load of full gravity that was mandated at the docking station. Dude had less hair on top, more on the sides, and a dome of a head that glistened with the glow of jumpdust residue. His cheeks puffed out as red as the holo cartoons of the gnomes and dwarves the Galactic Cruise Line advertised so profoundly.

      “The Happiest Place in Space!” James muttered, then sighed. “I never thought we’d be auditioning for a goddamned cruise line.”

      “I know!” Lyn said. “I told you things would work out.”

      James tried not to laugh.

      Based on the packed corridor outside the audition hall when they first arrived, Entertainment Director Dude’s patience was probably as thin as the pitiful seat of his poor little pants right about now. He looked half frazzled with the audition process and fully zoned for the Most Happy Happy Hour in the Galaxy ™, which, since the audition was being held at the cruiser’s Star Cabaret, the hosts and server bots were already in the process of setting up.

      The platform behind the director buzzed with activity.

      The three girls Lyn was so fixated on were working, as were an entire royal phalanx of motorized doodads and sweeper bots.

      Glasses clinked and self-driving buffer machines whined as they disinfected the floor.

      “Next!” the cruise director coughed again.

      “Asshole,” Lyn said. “That dust stick poking out of his round head makes him look like a pasty-skinned slogger slug with a pencil-thin hard-on. Let’s show him what real music sounds like.”

      With a pump of his fist, Lyn strode to center stage.

      “Rock and roll, baby!”

      James hustled behind, holding the neck of his guitar to keep it from flapping off the strap—which he immediately thought would be a great title for another Moore Brothers song.

      

      
        
        Where you at boy, my daddy say the other day,

        nowhere Pa, I had my say,

        cause I saw the trap, trap, trap,

        couldn’t tell him we were just out

        flap, flap, flapping off the strap!

      

      

      

      The melody was forming as he caught up to his brother at center stage.

      Three scintillating microphone bots floated around on systems set to full antigravity, and the AI synthesizer they’d tone-mapped to earlier took their place behind them.

      James hoped the thing would work out all right.

      Bringing new talent into the mix was always touchy, but you do what you have to.

      Lyn, of course, had struck up an immediate friendship with the thing.

      “All right,” the entertainment director said. “Who are you, and why do I care?”

      Lyn whipped his guitar around and took a Massive Rock Star pose that came complete with a snarl.

      Crap. Here we go again.

      “We’re the M—” Lyn started before James cut him off.

      “We’re the Cruise Brothers,” James said rapidly, understanding fully well that the word Lyn had been planning to end his introduction with would have included a reference to their mother and ended in something that rhymed with the phrase “Space Muckers.”

      They needed this job too much for Lyn to pull that kind of crap.

      Lyn blinked wide eyes back at James, and—luckily—seemed to cool down a bit.

      “Uh … yeah,” Lyn said, relaxing a touch and adding a cheesy grin. “We’re … we’re the Star Cruise Brothers.”

      James rolled his eyes. Always with the one-upmanship, eh, bro?

      Can’t be letting you have all the fun now, can I? Lyn’s slanted smile shot back.

      “Cute,” the director said. “I hope you’re not a comedy act.”

      “No, sir,” James said. “We’re musicians.”

      “Oh, joy.”

      The director pulled the jumpdust stick from behind his ear, took another hit, then peered more closely at them.

      “Are you two clones?” the director said. “Because, you know, we’re not that kind of cruise.”

      “Twins, sir,” James said.

      “Identical,” Lyn added.

      “You don’t farkin say.”

      “Brothers from the same mother-er-er-er-er!” Lyn sang. “Hey, that would make a great song.”

      “Please be quiet,” James muttered under his breath, glancing at Lyn mostly to shut him up.

      The clean-cut Galactic Cruise lines may not do clones, but rumors said they weren’t above catering to the darker sides of the collective capitalism of the outer ring while they pedaled their wholesome fun, fun, fun attitude to the families they carted around the galaxy. If there was anything true in his life it was that he’d learned to not trust Lyn to say the right thing at the wrong time. Or the right thing at any time, for that matter.

      “Don’t mind my brother,” James said. “We can give you our mother’s nexus node if you’re interested in her story of the day we were born. I’m sure she’d love to chat with a real live entertainment director.”

      The director recoiled. “Oh, hell, no.”

      “All right, then. We’re very happy to be here, auditioning for the Happiest Place in Space, aren’t we, Lyn?” He gave his brother the slant eye.

      Lyn kept his yap shut and gave an exaggerated nod in the affirmative.

      Which was good.

      After the trick Lyn pulled with the band last week, it was good to see he was having a day where he was almost able to stay between the lines.

      “Great,” the director said, chuckling. “Enough with the flabberjabbing. Let’s see what you got.”

      “Excellent,” James said.

      “Rock and roll!” Lyn added.

      Both boys took guitars in hand.

      “We call this one, ‘Happy Family Fun,’” Lyn said. “We wrote it earlier today just for all the great people here on the Galactic Epic!”

      He ripped in with a big chord, AI drums kicked it, and their voices merged into that blood-tone magic that formed whenever they played together.

      

      
        
        Happy family fun

        Happy family fun

        Happy family fun for the whole family fun

      

      

      

      
        
        Taking the kids on a fantastic journey

        Shootin’ stars right out of the sky

        So much mischief better bring the attorney

        Spare no expense, don’t ask why

      

      

      

      The director’s shiny head bounced up and down in rhythm with the song. His hand tapped a snappy line.

      

      
        
        Taking the kids on a wonderful voyage

        Get away from the rut on the earth

        No crappy jobs or homework to forage

        Just acned teens in character suits

      

      

      

      
        
        Happy family fun

        Happy family fun

        Happy family fun for the whole family fun

      

      

      

      Lyn nodded at James, which James knew was a sign for “do you see what I see from the director,” then took another Monster Rock Star pose while slipping in a quick improvised lead.

      That was the thing about the two of them—despite their differences, James couldn’t deny there was a connection that happened whenever they played. Lyn may well have improvised that run on the spot, but James had known it was coming even before Lyn took the pose. He stepped back to make space.

      

      
        
        A getaway in time and space

        A new adventure, take our picture please

        I look around not a familiar face

        No one here knows what Uncle Johnny did

        All the stands with family friendly fare

        Hide the scars from all the childhood trauma

        Spend $50 on an over-stuffed bear

        No one here knows what Father Rusty did

      

      

      

      The director actually laughed at that stanza, though his expression seemed hard to judge.

      Screw it, James thought. Time to have some fun.

      Then he ripped into his own solo, and Lynn stepped in behind him this time. They were good, he thought. If they could just be on stage all the time, everything would be pulsar spray and nova dust. It was all the rest of the stuff that was problematic.

      

      
        
        Hey, there’s the mouse!

        There’s the prince!

        There’s the princess too!

      

      

      

      
        
        Me and wifey on a relaxing cruise ship

        But hard to romance with kids on their phone

        Here’s some money for games and cheese sticks

        At 10 years old they’ll be fine on their own

      

      

      

      
        
        Happy family fun

        Happy family fun

        Happy family fun for the whole family fun

      

      

      

      A few of the hosts had stopped their cleaning and preparing now, listening rather than doing their work.

      Attention was good, right?

      Lyn grabbed a floating mic, let his guitar swing free, and took front stage as the rhythm took a staccato march beat.

      

      
        
        Fellow passengers, welcome to the Epic! Are you ready to Limboooo!!!

        Potato sack race is today at 4 pm

        And tonight, after you put the kids to bed, the Mr. Epic contest is starting at 9 pm!!

        All the hot guys will be gyrating in your face to win your vote as the most handsome hunk on the ship.

      

      

      

      
        
        Hey, there’s the mouse!

        There’s the prince!

        There’s the princess too!

      

      

      

      As their guitars faded, several of the servers applauded.

      “I liked that,” the director said. “Very catchy.”

      “Thank you,” James said.

      “We have to do something about that middle bit. Funny as hell, but no one comes to the Galactic Cruise lines for that kind of trauma. And, really, what’s up with the mouse thing?”

      “It’s not a problem,” James said.

      “What?” Lyn added too quickly. “You want to cut the lyrics?”

      James blanched.

      So close.

      They’d been so very close.

      The director nodded. “Of course, I do.” The rough part of his voice was back.

      “No can do, Sherlock,” Lyn said.

      “Pardon me?”

      “We’re not some kind of quasar quacks who just showed up in the airlock on a lark. We’re artists! We’ve been signed before and everything. And now you come along and try to tell us we have to cut our work? Who do you think you are?”

      “Never mind,” the director said, waving dismissively. “I don’t need that kind of crap on my ship. Just go on and get out of here.”

      “What?”

      The man sucked hard on his jumpdust pipe and waved them off stage from amid a glittering cloud.

      “Next!” he said.
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