

  

    [image: cover]

  




  Gunslinger to the Stars



   


  J.M. Wight


  Gunslinger Trilogy, Book 1 


   


  Copyright © 2017 Joseph Vasicek.


  All rights reserved.


   


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual persons, organizations, or events is purely coincidental.


   


  Cover by James, GoOnWrite.com.


  Editing by Josh Leavitt.


   


  Sign up here for J.M. Wight’s email list.




  Stranded in the Armpit of the Galaxy



   


  The Gorinal Star Cluster is, in every meaningful sense, the armpit of the galaxy. And it was just my luck to get stranded there when the fecal matter hit the rotary impeller.


  I didn’t know that at the time, of course. My ship, the Star Runner, was in pretty bad shape (don’t ask), and except for the fuel in my tank, I was broke. Desperate as I was for work—any kind of work—the lawless Gorinal Cluster was the only real option for a gunslinger like me.


  The name’s Sam, by the way. Sam Kletchka, of New Texas. I spent a year at Earthfleet Academy before dropping out on my twenty-first birthday to seek my fortune among the stars. 


  Back in those days, Earthfleet was mostly just twentieth-century submarines and aircraft carriers, hastily repurposed and barely spaceworthy. Only three decades had passed since first contact with the galactics and we were still in a mad scramble to put as many colonies on the starmap as possible. With all of our resources tied up in the Gliese colonies, there was no boldly going for the class of ’39.


  Fortunately, we didn’t have to seek out new life and new civilizations: they came to us. So, after dropping out of the Earthfleet Academy, I signed onto a Hyadean star freighter and never looked back.


  The voyage to the Aldebaran jumpgate was long and tedious. I won’t bore you with the details. Humans are one of the few races that refuse to allow the construction of a jumpgate at their homeworlds—a wise course of action, as you’ll soon discover. So, you can imagine my wonder when I beheld one with my own eyes for the first time.


  Picture a large ring like something out of the Halo series, more than ten kilometers in diameter, with a cross section as large as a colony ship. Look through it, and you’re seeing a whole other starscape. It is, quite literally, a doorway to the stars, and it’s always open, without tolls or customs agents or border patrols. The Immortals built the jumpgate network millions of years ago, and it’s as much a feature of the galactic landscape as the stars and planets themselves. Anyone can use them, and no one wants to live in a galaxy without them.


  Which is why it freaked the hell out of everyone when the Gorinal Prime jumpgate went dark.


  I had flown through not fifteen minutes before and was navigating my approach to the planet when the jumpgate shut down. Went dead. Turned off. There wasn’t even a flash or anything, just a very brief flicker as the distant starscape blinked out. And just like that, the only practical way out of the system was gone.


  The comm went haywire almost immediately. A massive Nidrexian jumpgate-hopper had still been in transit and gotten effectively chopped in half. Emergency first responders were scrambling to help, and all the other ships queued to leave filled the channels with panic and mayhem. Nobody knew what to do.


  Realizing that I was stranded, I did the only sensible thing and headed to the nearest bar for a drink.


  The fifth planet of Gorinal Prime is the only one in the system that’s habitable, if you’re willing to stretch the definition of the word. G-Prime V is essentially a giant desert, with oceans of sand instead of water. Fortunately, the spaceport is on the planet’s north pole, where the weather is cool enough there to have clouds, rain, and even a couple salty seas. With nowhere else to go, I decided to try what was left of my rapidly deteriorating luck.


  Every spaceport in the galaxy has a seedy cantina somewhere nearby. At G-Prime V, that’s a place the locals call the Oasis. Finding humans in the Orion Arm isn’t too hard; xenologists, merchants, vagabonds, and men of fortune like myself are all pretty common in that corner of the galaxy. But the Gorinal Cluster is in the Scutum-Crux Arm, on the far side of the galactic core. Out there, humans are as rare as ice on a neutron star.


  So you can imagine my shock when I saw a twenty-something blonde at the bar—one who was definitely not happy to see me.


  Okay, I guess I have to backtrack a bit. About a month before my arrival at G-Prime, I had been working for a Setarni starship captain, one of those blue-skinned aliens with the facial tentacles. I was second-in-command, which also made me last-in-command, because it was just the two of us. Setarni are fairly similar to humans, with an average height of about two and a half meters, so the Star Runner (which I, um, “appropriated” from my former employer) suited me quite well. Unfortunately, the Setarni captain didn’t. He would have sold his own mother for half a tank of fuel, even if his mother was willing to pay full price.


  We were flying escort for a Setarni convoy to one of their outlying colonies, near a war zone with the neighboring Zan. Long story short, we got ambushed by slavers, and the captain struck a deal. I argued fiercely against it, but in the end, he sold out his own people for thirty pieces of silver—or in this case, credits in a nearby slave market. Thinking to make a profit off the war, he bought a few cryo-frozen Zan officers to sell to the Setarni before word got back of our betrayal. But a Zan task force detained us on the way back. With no desire to die beside my employer, the moment he teleported onto their ship, I dumped the crytubes and ran like hell.


  Unfortunately, it was too late to save the Setarni convoy. I tried to track down the slavers, but they’d already auctioned off their captives, one of whom was a blonde xenologist from Earth named Jane Carter. We’d met briefly at Earthfleet Academy, on a blind date that had gone surprisingly well. We didn’t see each other after that until the Setarni escort job, and I thought I’d never see her ever again.


  Except there she was, sitting at the bar in the Oasis. And she was clearly still pissed off at me.


  “Uh, hi,” I said, taking the seat next to her.


  “You!” she said. Her eyes fixated on me like a targeting lock, and I could tell I was about to get burned.


  “Hey, it wasn’t my fault,” I tried to explain. “In fact, I—”


  “More than a thousand men, women, and children are slaves thanks to you. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


  “It looks like you made out all right, though.” 


  Her glare only got hotter. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to be sold on an auction block? To stand there like a piece of chattel while hundreds of aliens bid on you? It was the most degrading and humiliating experience of my life.”


  “If I had been there, I would have bought you myself.”


  I meant that if I’d caught up to her in time, I would have spared her the humiliation by buying her off before the auction. But I’ve never been smooth around women, human or otherwise. 


  “That came out wrong,” I said quickly. “What I meant was—”


  “You pig,” she said, her eyes blazing with rage. “You bottom-sucking, piss-drinking, retrograde cretin!”


  I took a deep breath and sighed. “Let’s start over, okay? I’m sorry, Jane—really, I am.”


  Her glare cooled, but not by much. She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes.


  “And what about the other Setarni? The families that were broken up? The children who will probably be slaves for the rest of their lives?”


  “I’m sorry, but that wasn’t my fault. The captain sold them out before I could do anything to stop him.”


  “Please don’t tell me he’s here with you.”


  “He isn’t,” I said quickly. “We got into an altercation with the Zan, and I handed him over before bugging out.”


  Jane smirked. “Betrayal for betrayal. I suppose that’s justice.”


  “Can I buy you a drink?”


  A word about galactic beverages. Most aliens metabolize sugar about as well as humans metabolize alcohol. By galactic standards, the old-fashioned soda fountains of the 1950s carried some really hard liquor. That said, the truly hard stuff can peel paint, and most barkeeps don’t know human physiology well enough to tell the difference. If you’re looking for more than a sugar buzz, you’re better off brewing it yourself.


  Which is why Jane’s answer gave me some cause for concern.


  “Sure. Whatever,” she said, leaning heavily on her elbows.


  “What do you—”


  “I don’t care.” 


  I frowned. Was she really so far gone that the prospect of getting her stomach pumped didn’t faze her? Or was it a sign that she trusted me?


  “Two Hyadean fruit cocktails,” I told the barkeep.


  Jane glanced at me sidelong. “Is that your idea of a drink?”


  “I came prepared,” I said, pulling a flask out of my jacket pocket. She rolled her eyes, but the corners of her lips curled up in a smile.


  “So, what happened after the slave auction?”


  She sighed. “I was bought by a band of empath shapeshifters. They were kind enough to free me, so long as I signed an employment contract. I’m working for them now.”


  “Empath shapeshifters?”


  “It’s a race we haven’t catalogued yet. They feed on emotional energy, and can alter their physical form to match most alien races.”


  “Sounds like an interesting bunch,” I said, accepting my cocktail from the barkeep. I drizzled some of my home brew into it and handed the flask to Jane. To my dismay, she refused it. Guess her trust only went so far.


  “They’ve been treating me all right. Humans are new to them, so they’re eager to learn as much about us as they can. They run a sort of host club for alien races, catering to their emotional needs.”


  “A host club?”


  “Yeah. They do what they can to pleasure their clients, and feed off of the positive emotions that ensue.”


  “So, a brothel, then.”


  She stiffened. “I’d rather not call it that. Sex isn’t the only service they offer.”


  To my credit, I kept my mouth shut.


  “In any case,” she continued, “they offered me a secretarial position and free room and board, with the understanding that I would help them adapt their skills to humans.”


  “Sounds like a cushy job,” I said, taking a drink.


  “It’s not like that,” she said, her cheeks blushing red. “I swear, most of the time, I just—”


  “Is this man bothering you, my dear?”


  It’s strange enough to meet another human on the far side of the galaxy, but it’s even stranger to hear an alien speak English. Not that the empath shapeshifter didn’t do a good human impression. He looked a little like a young David Bowie, which is to say that he’d crawled out of the uncanny valley, if just barely. High cheekbones, pursed lips, and eyebrows that looked more than a little metro, with a wild red carrot top.


  I looked from him to Jane and back again. “Empath shapeshifter, right?”


  “Yes,” said Jane, sighing. “Ivosh, allow me to introduce my friend Sam. Sam, Ivosh.”


  “This man is your friend?”


  “Yes, he is. We knew each other at Earthfleet Academy.”


  Ivosh’s pursed lips quickly turned to a wan smile, and his hair went from red to brown in almost an instant. “Forgive me for the misunderstanding, my good sir. It is truly a pleasure to meet you.”


  The David Bowie look must have been an attempt to intimidate me, because Ivosh dropped it almost immediately—or at least fast-forwarded a couple of decades. He offered his hand and probably would have kissed me on the cheek, if I weren’t so careful to keep my distance.


  “Sam is something of a mercenary,” Jane explained. “You want someone dead, pay him well enough, and he’ll get the job done. Unless someone else pays him to turn on you.”


  “I prefer ‘man of fortune.’ And contrary to what you might think, Jane, I never go back on my word.”


  She rolled her eyes, probably because I didn’t deny being a mercenary. At the time, though, I thought it was my honesty she was questioning. That made me a little touchy.


  “Name one time that I’ve lied to you, Jane. One time.”


  “Are you forgetting that you stood by and let the slavers take me?”


  “That’s different. I was working for someone else. He betrayed you, not me.”


  “Oh, for the love of—”


  “Friends, please,” said Ivosh, stepping between us. “There is no need for conflict. Whatever the disagreement, I’m sure we can resolve it peacefully.”


  I looked at the empath. He seemed to have wilted, and looked surprisingly weak and frail. Jane sighed.


  “Ivosh is right,” she said. “Fighting hurts the empaths a lot more than it hurts us. Human emotions are pretty strong stuff.”


  “You were the one who called me a liar.”


  She frowned. “Did I?”


  “Yes, you—”


  “Never mind. I’m sorry. Is that better?”


  “Yes,” said Ivosh. “Thank you.”


  She looked at me expectantly, her arms folded tightly across her chest.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Aren’t you going to apologize, too?”


  “For what?” I said—and instantly regretted it. 


  “‘For what’?” she said, her jaw dropping in disbelief. “You know, Sam, you’ve got a lot of nerve to come gallivanting in here like some sort of cowboy, especially after—”


  Our little pissing match had attracted some unwelcome attention, in particular three large and rather unfriendly looking aliens. Picture the love child of an armadillo and a rock, beaten half to death with the ugly stick. Their tentacle-like tongues flicked in and out of their narrow mouths as they formed a half-circle around us.


  “You are hoo-man?” the largest one asked in the local trade language. My wrist console translated for me through my ear-jewel, though I understood well enough to get along without it.


  “Yes,” Jane answered before I could say anything. “Though we are not official emissaries, we express our greetings in a spirit of friendship.”


  She was a lot better at the trade language than I was, but she had still missed a few non-verbal cues. The two grunts stood with their centers of gravity low and their arm-like upper appendages ready for action, like linebackers just before a play. They all carried dagger-like blades on their belts, with a longer one sheathed on the backs of their knotted shells. It was clear that they weren’t here to establish friendly diplomatic relations.


  My hand slipped down to Kindness, the .45 ACP 2011 holstered on my hip.


  “You come with us,” the head rockadillo said, its tongue flitting rapidly. “No question. No resist.”


  “I’m sorry, but there must be some mistake,” said Jane, frowning at their odd request.


  “We no mistake. You hoo-man, you come now. No more talk!”


  “Friends, please,” said Ivosh, stepping between them. “There is no need to—”


  Without any warning, Grunt Number One lunged forward and threw a punch into Ivosh’s body with a sickening snap, and the empath tumbled over the countertop. Jane screamed, and I bolted into action.


  The .45 is an excellent caliber for dealing with unfamiliar races. Having never faced a rockadillo before, I wasn’t sure what to aim for, but the .45’s stopping power covers a multitude of sins. I aimed for the leader’s neck and fired twice. Kindness bucked in my hands, and the rockadillo leader stumbled backwards with dark, oily bodily fluid gushing from his wound. He squealed like a pig, and Grunt Number Two drew one of his blades. Unfortunately for him, Kindness was faster. I shot out his wrist, elbow, and shoulder joints in quick succession. The blade fell from his pudgy armored hand, and his arm went limp, dripping oily blood all over the floor.


  With the rockadillos more or less neutralized, I risked a quick glance at Jane. She was huddled on the floor behind me, clutching my leg. I turned and stared the aliens down with Kindness pointed squarely at them, but the fight was over. Grunt Number One dragged the unmoving body of their leader away toward the door, while Grunt Number Two staggered after him.


  “Ack mar alakzan!” he shouted in my direction just before leaving. My wrist console attempted to translate, but the rockadillo’s native tongue was not in the database. Still, the meaning was clear: I now had a price on my head.


  I eyed the rest of the cantina, my gun still held at the ready. The place was as silent as death, everyone staring at us with unreadable alien expressions. Soon, though, the rumble of conversation returned, and everyone went back to their own business. A cleaning bot came out from around the bar and began to mop up the pool of black blood on the floor.


  “Oh my heck,” said Jane, still trembling. 


  I holstered Kindness and reached down to help her to her feet. Her face was pale and her arms were trembling, so I figured it was a good time for us both to leave.


  “Barkeep,” I said, pulling out a credit chit. Behind the counter, Ivosh rose unsteadily to his feet.


  “My apologies,” he said, cracking his neck. Though the rockadillo grunt had punched him hard enough to break some bones, he looked none the worse for wear.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  “I’m perfectly fine,” he said, walking around the counter. 


  “Are you sure? That blow you took—”


  “For members of my species, the physical form is less of a liability than it is for yours. Emotional energy does much to revive us, as I’m certain you can tell.”


  He gestured to Jane. Her cheeks were still pale, and she was gripping my arm as if to never let go. I had no idea what was running through her mind, but it was clear to us both that I had just saved her life. Apparently, her relief was enough to make Ivosh regenerate.


  “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “Can you take us to your place?”


  “Certainly,” said Ivosh. “Come, let’s go.”


  I left the credit chit on the counter and followed him out, Jane by my side. The fact that no one else seemed fazed by the gunfight told me everything I needed to know about the Gorinal Cluster. This place was going to be tough.




  A Gunslinging Job Opportunity



   


  Before going on, I should take a moment to introduce you to my guns. 


  My father was never particularly religious, but my mother was a devout Christian and she made me read the Bible cover-to-cover before I left for the stars. In the quiet moments between adventures, I sometimes pull out my pocket Bible to read a passage or two. My favorite is the book of Psalms, and on the long voyage to Aldebaran, I read the following passage in Psalm 36:


  Thy Mercy, O Lord, is in the heavens; and thy faithfulness reacheth unto the clouds. 


  Thy righteousness is like the great mountains; thy judgments are a great deep; O Lord, thou preservest man and beast. 


  How excellent is thy lovingkindness, O God! therefore the children of men put their trust under the shadow of thy wings. 


  It was from this verse that I named my guns.


  MERCY is a suppressed Ruger .22 Charger Rimfire pistol. She’s as silent and stealthy as a Zan cloakship. Besides being perfect for cloak-and-dagger missions, Mercy is also quite excellent for hunting small game, on the few occasions when I’ve been stranded planetside for extended periods of time.


  The next two are AR-15 uppers that I can swap out depending on my needs. FAITHFULNESS is a nine-inch suppressed .300 AAC Blackout upper, perfect for boarding action. I use a homemade subsonic round with the ballistics tuned down just a notch, to allow for onboard fire that won’t accidentally puncture the hull.  


  RIGHTEOUSNESS is a .50 Beowulf upper specially customized for use in hard vacuum. She’s a massive gun with an enormous punch, enough to blow through a bulkhead and vent atmo. You just have to be careful to brace yourself, otherwise Newton’s Third Law will send you flying.


  JUDGMENT is an M203 grenade launcher that attaches quite nicely onto the AR-15 platform. She makes the rifle a little heavier, but in zero gravity, that doesn’t really matter. With the proper munitions, Judgment can light up a firefight like Christmas.


  PRESERVATION is a 12-gauge pump-action Mossberg 590A1. She’s a tough old girl that can take almost anything you throw at her. Nothing beats the versatility of a good old-fashioned shotgun, on Earth or in space.


  LOVE is my father’s trusty old 9mm 1911. He asked me to take her when I left New Texas for Earthfleet Academy. Besides being stupidly rugged, the 1911 is also quite easy to fabricate replacement parts for. God bless John Moses Browning, patron saint of modern firearms.


  KINDNESS is the Gliese Arms .45 ACP 2011 that you’ve already met. The 2011 is a lot like the 1911, but the double-stack magazine allows for fourteen rounds, plus one in the chamber, which isn’t bad for a .45. As you’ve already seen, she’s great for everyday carry, when you never know what you’re gonna run up against.


  TRUST is a fifteen-inch Himalayan Imports chainpure kukri: not a gun, but an excellent combat knife. The Nepalese Gurkhas were some of the most incredible warriors on Earth, and the kukri is their signature weapon. I acquired Trust from a poker game on Luna. She’s such a beauty, I still can’t believe that the other guy gambled her away.


  So, that’s the core of my personal arsenal. I’ve picked up a few more in my travels, but I’ll introduce them to you later.


  After leaving the Oasis, Ivosh led us down a side street away from the spaceport. The roads were mostly packed earth and sand—no need for pavement when everyone drives hovercars—but we weren’t the only ones on foot. In fact, there was quite a variety of races milling about the streets. There were reptilians, avians, robots, and cyborgs of various kinds, even a couple insectoids. Those with eyeballs watched us with unabashed curiosity, since we humans were probably the most exotic race on the planet.


  “You are curious,” Ivosh noted as we turned into an alleyway. “What do you see that has piqued your interest?”


  “Just how many races are there in this star cluster?” I asked.


  “More than a hundred,” said Jane, mostly recovered from her shock. “This entire sector used to belong to the Draxxians, an aggressive, expansionist warrior race that refused to integrate with the rest of the galaxy. But the Draxxians consumed all the natural resources on their colony worlds and fell into a series of civil wars that drove them to extinction. Their worlds are empty now, and the Immortals have opened them up to anyone who wants to colonize them.”


  “The Draxxians drove themselves to extinction?”


  Jane shrugged. “That’s what I’ve heard. None of the surveys show signs of intelligent life anywhere. Just wasteland and ruins.”


  “Right this way,” said Ivosh, pointing to an obviously abandoned dome structure. Like the rest of the buildings outside of the spaceport, it was built out of white stone.


  “Uh, where are you taking us?” I asked.


  “Don’t worry,” said Jane. “This is the fastest way back to the ship.”


  We passed a cluster of rat-like aliens, with three reddish eyes and dark, hooded robes. They were huddled around a pile of burning garbage, which reeked of sulfur. Jane covered her nose. I put my hand on my gun.


  “I apologize for the unpleasantness,” said Ivosh. “This way.”


  He led us into the dusty front room of the structure. Sand had blown in from the street, piling in the corners, but otherwise the place was empty.


  “There,” said Ivosh. “Stand exactly in the center.”


  We did as he told us. From some unseen pocket, he pulled out a transmitter.


  By now, I had a pretty good idea of what was going on. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. My stomach fluttered, and a wave of nausea made me swoon as I lost all feeling in my legs. For a very brief moment, I felt completely weightless, as if I were in freefall. Then my feet hit firm ground again, and the nausea passed.


  “I hate teleporters,” I muttered.


  “Welcome to the Silver Diadem,” said Ivosh, clearly relieved to be safely back. I opened my eyes and found we were in a large, circular room with bright red walls and a black-and-white checkered floor. An ornate chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, filled with glowing baubles, which on closer inspection turned out to be interconnected miniature fish tanks, filled with bioluminescent life. Couches and divans with soft, plush pillows circled the edges of the room. A small hoverbot floated at the edge of the room, regarding us with its glowing mechanical eye.


  “Greetings, Ivosh and Lady Jane,” said the hoverbot. “Who have you escorted on-board?”


  “This is Sam Kletchka. He’s human.”


  “Interesting. Shall I add him to the guest list?”


  “Please.”


  “Ruby-130 is one of our security drones,” Ivosh explained. “He’s a level-two AI that we, ah, ‘procured’ from an abandoned military depot.”


  I nodded, knowing better than to ask too many questions.


  “If you’ll come this way,” he said, leading us toward a wide hallway. A set of transparent tubes connected to the chandelier ran along the ceiling, and the bioluminescent fish-things followed us, illuminating the path ahead.


  “The Silver Diadem is an old Yeyani royal yacht,” Jane told me. “If it feels a little upscale, that’s why.”


  “Nothing but the best for our friends and customers,” Ivosh assured us with a smile. “We want everyone who comes aboard to feel awash in the lap of luxury.”


  “I can tell,” I said, wondering how far I was from the Star Runner. “Are we in orbit right now?”


  “Oh, no. Orbit is far too insecure. We are currently at an undisclosed location on the surface, some five hundred kilometers from the spaceport.”


  “Hiding from someone?”


  “Let’s just say that to the extent there is any law in the Gorinal Cluster, we would prefer to avoid it.”


  “My kind of people,” I told him. Jane rolled her eyes.


  We stepped onto the observation deck, which clearly served as a cafe. The room was long and narrow, with floor-to-ceiling windows running along one side. They offered a magnificent view of the lifeless, rocky wasteland. Holographic tabletops hovered above the floor, with a variety of chairs and divans spread out around them. On the far side of the room was a serverbot kiosk and minibar.


  The only other person on board was a mammalian humanoid. He sat at one of the far tables, beverage in one hand and tablet in the other. His face was like a koala’s: round head, large ears, prominent black nose with a small mouth and a pair of beady eyes. He wore all black, with a high-precision energy pistol hanging visibly from a shoulder holster. When we stepped in, he looked nonchalantly up at us, then returned to the tablet in his clawed hands.


  “Mike,” Ivosh said in English, walking up to him. “How are you feeling?”


  “Not bad,” Mike answered. His voice was low and gravely, like an old man who’s forgotten more things than you’ve ever learned, and knows it too.


  “Allow me to introduce you,” Ivosh continued. “This is Sam Kletchka of Earth-space. He’s a human, just like our friend Jane.”


  Mike looked up at me “Another human, eh?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “We’ll leave you two to become better acquainted,” said Ivosh. “Jane, if you don’t mind?”


  “Just a second,” she told him. “Take care, Sam,” she said, turning to me. “I’ll see you in a bit.”


  For an awkward moment, she seemed unsure whether to give me a hug or shake my hand. She settled on the handshake and left without another word.


  “Have a seat,” said Mike, once we were alone. “Something to drink?”


  “No, thanks.” 


  I sat with my back to the view, directly opposite the table from him. The fact that Mike spoke a human language had set me on edge, though I didn’t know why. He finished his drink and set his tablet down.


  “What can I do for you, Sam?”


  “I reckon I can do just fine for myself, sir.”


  “Call me Mike. And let me rephrase that question: Why are you here?”


  He’s interacted with humans before, I realized. Probably quite extensively. 


  I took a long breath. “Well, I suppose I’m here for Jane.”


  “Are you friends?”


  “Of a sort. This far out from Earth-space, we humans have to stick together.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Back at the Oasis, some thugs tried to kidnap her. Seems there’s a bounty on humans. So long as I can protect her, that’s what I intend to do. Besides, I owe her.”


  Mike grunted, his clawed hands clasped on the table in front of him. “Seems reasonable. Who attacked you?”


  “Three rock-like guys from a race I’ve never seen before.”


  “The Kratzni. That’s interesting.”


  What’s that supposed to mean? 


  “Are you gonna ask all the questions here, or do I get to ask a few of my own?”


  Mike leaned back, and his ears twitched in an alien gesture that I took for a shrug. “Go ahead, Sam. What do you want to know?”


  “First, how do you speak English so well?”


  “I have a great affinity for your human languages. Besides English, I also speak Russian, Chinese, Arabic, and Polish.”


  “The hell?” I blurted, unable to contain my surprise. “How?”


  He made a low grunting noise from deep within his throat. It took me a couple of seconds to realize that he was chuckling. 


  “You humans are a fascinating race, Sam, full of paradoxes and contradictions. You are incredibly aggressive and warlike, yet you also possess a tremendous capacity for cooperation. Your primitive economic system is fueled by greed, and yet in some ways it is one of the most efficient and egalitarian systems in the galaxy. Your average lifespan is tragically short, but your curiosity is insatiable. In fine, there is hardly another junior race anywhere in the galaxy quite like yours.”
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