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A Note About Content




Our main character, Henry, is a devout Catholic and his faith plays a major role in this story.


Additionally, this story contains the following content:


Imprisonment


Forced nudity


Alien sexual content


Dubious consent


Male pregnancy


Religious guilt


If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about a hapless spice merchant ...











  
  
Chapter 1




“Henry Trevalu, you are under arrest for transporting illicit drugs to Zakon-4 with intent to distribute.” 

I blinked, staring at the Zakonian customs officer. He may have technically been humanoid, but it didn’t ease my nerves any that his scaly red, yellow, and black skin resembled a venomous coral snake. His sharp teeth weren’t reassuring either. “I’m sorry … what?”

The customs officer read from his tablet. “Henry Trevalu, upon entering port you have declared yourself to be the sole proprietor of the cargo ship Neon Durango and fifty percent owner of Trevalu Intergalactic Spice Company. Do you deny this?”

My breaths grew short. It was too late to deny anything considering the Zakon-4 Port and Customs Department already had my identification on file along with my previous verbal affirmation and customs documents. I swallowed, forcing myself to stay levelheaded enough to make sense of this absurd declaration of arrest. Thus far, no one had put handcuffs on me or looked about ready to. Keeping my mouth shut might prevent that from happening. Ignoring my silence, the customs officer spoke in a calm, unsettling tone as he continued to read from his tablet.

“According to your own ship’s manifest, you are carrying vast quantities of illegal narcotics. For this reason, you are under arrest.”

You would think that telling a guy he was under arrest for the second time would trigger klaxons, station-wide panic, and umpteen guards charging the checkpoint with guns drawn. In fact, the Zakon-4 PCD boasted no more chaos than usual. Merchants and vacationers from all over the galaxy shoved their way through long lines, emitting a cacophony of languages and generating heat. The stuffiness of the overcrowded building really made me regret wearing sweats. According to Professor Prendergast’s Intergalactic Travel Guide, Fifth Edition, this was supposed to be Zakon-4’s cold season. But the combination of thousands of people squeezed into an undersized space and my rapidly increasing heart rate created a sweltering atmosphere.

“I’m not transporting any narcotics,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “You said you read my ship’s manifest, right? Neon Durango is a cargo ship for spices, not drugs. You know, lotiki, momiti, hathgaar, coriander, cinnamon, those kinds of things.”

“And poppy seeds?”

I wiped the perspiration off of my forehead with the back of my hand. “Yes, of course, poppy seeds. They’re a popular spice all over the galaxy. Well, they’re a fruit, actually, but I don’t want to argue about semantics.” Certainly not when I’m being accused of transporting narcotics to a planet with a “zero tolerance drug policy.” “Look, officer, maybe somebody framed me by hiding drugs in my cargo. It’s a big port. Things like that can happen, right?”

“You have not been falsely accused. As of yesterday, poppy seeds are classified as a hard drug on Zakon-4.”

“That’s … that’s impossible.” My heart lodged itself in my throat, threatening to choke me. Didn’t Professor Prendergast’s Intergalactic Travel Guide state that Zakon-4’s anti-drug laws were some of the harshest in the galaxy? If the custom officer’s statement was true, I was looking at a literal death sentence!

“It is not impossible.” The customs officer’s voice conveyed no emotion. “It is the law as of yesterday.”

“But there’s no way I could have known that en route.” I forced myself to take a deep breath before passing out. An abundance of perspiration running down my back made my sweats cling to my skin. If I didn’t find a way to talk myself out of this, I would be playing a starring role in one of those alien prison dramas I watched during the flight – for real. “What if I just return to my ship and dispose of the poppy seeds before attempting reentry to Zakon-4?”

“Ignorance of our laws is not a valid defense. And you have already entered our port with the poppy seeds among your cargo.”

Thoughts failed me, leaving me to sputter. “But … but …” 

The customs officer subtly moved his hand under his desk, like he was pushing an alert button. My chest and stomach clenched. Instinctively, I looked for an escape route. Maybe if I disappeared in the crowd, I could sneak back to Neon Durango and get off this vile planet.

Please, God, I prayed, give me an exit. I don’t want to be killed for a technicality.

A large, magenta-skinned alien woman with enormous cheeks resembling a Bubble Eye goldfish elbowed her way to the front of the line, practically knocking me over. She held a potted female kiengar plant in full bloom, its distinctive rank odor making me nauseous and dizzy.

“I have been in line for more than two standard hours waiting to enter Zakon-4,” she said to the customs officer, puffing out her cheeks to their maximum size.

I didn’t wait to hear the continuation of her complaint. Her revolting plant aside, that irate, pushy woman was a speedy answer to my prayer for escape. Thank you, Jesus, I prayed as I slipped into the crowd. Fewer than ten seconds later, sirens blared. An alert issued over the PA system in three languages: Universal I, Zakonian, and English. While snaking through lines and avoiding anything wearing a uniform, I tried to focus more on making a clean break from the Zakon-4 PCD than the endlessly repeating announcement. The clear, booming voice of the woman behind the microphone made it impossible to block out the message completely. As I ran down the stairway leading to the hangars to locate Neon Durango, the alert cycled around to English again:

“Attention all persons in the Zakon-4 Port and Customs Department. There is a fugitive in our building wanted for drug transportation and trafficking. Description of the criminal follows.”

The criminal? I panted, far more afraid than tired. For the Zakonian authorities to declare me as a criminal rather than a suspect further emphasized the severity of Zakon-4’s legal system. As far as they were concerned, I was already guilty before the trial began. Would I even receive a trial if caught? I pushed myself onward, shoving past a crowd of reptilian children on some sort of intergalactic field trip.

“Name: Henry Francis Trevalu. Species: Human. Sex: Male. Age: Twenty-two standard years. Height: 1.65 meters. Weight: 57.61 kilograms. Skin color: White. Hair color: Dark brown. Hair length: Long. Eyes: Blue. Facial hair: None at this time. Scars: None. Tattoos: None. Piercings: None.”

Thanks to my meticulous record-keeping before reporting to customs, Zakon-4 authorities had an exact description of my identity and appearance. Not to mention I must have been captured on camera at some point. I pulled my hair back and stuffed it into my hood. It wasn’t that long, but anything I could do to alter my appearance would help.

“If you see this individual, report to authorities immediately,” the announcement continued as I made my way down a second flight of stairs. “Do not attempt to detain him yourself.”

Great. Way to make me look like some deranged career criminal who’s too dangerous to arrest without help from professionals. Speaking of professionals …

I tapped out an emergency alert on my watch. Hopefully, the Earth Embassy on Zakon-4 could get me out of this mess. A digital acknowledgment popped up, hovering above the watch for maximum readability: Your emergency alert has been received by the Earth Embassy of Zakon-4. After that, the message disappeared and nothing else happened. Why am I not surprised?

“Check the ships,” someone said nearby, making my heart jump. “He might attempt to steal one or return to his own.”

I ducked into an unlocked room that turned out to be a cramped, stuffy broom closet. The nondescript, vaguely humanoid, metallic cleaning robot behind me flashed a light blue light in five second intervals – sleep mode. Sharing a room with a form of artificial intelligence wasn’t a great idea, but there weren’t any alternatives at the moment. My second attempt to contact the Earth Embassy resulted in radio silence, not even an acknowledgement this time. Think, Henry. Think!

Too desperate to be embarrassed, I placed a collect call to my dad’s office and lowered the volume. Come on, come on. Pick up the phone. Please, Lord, don’t let Dad be at a meeting.

“Trevalu Intergalactic Spice Company.”

Dad’s voice gave my heart wings. Thank God, he answered.

“Dad, I’m under arrest at the Zakon-4 PCD,” I whispered. Okay, so technically I was at large, but there wasn’t time for clarification.

“Under arrest? What for?” I could easily imagine Dad jumping out of his chair at that moment, ready to send a fleet to collect me with him leading the charge.

“Zakon-4 classified poppy seeds as hard drugs the day before my arrival. I’ve read their laws. They’re going to kill me, like really kill me.” Stating Zakon-4’s death sentence for drug traffickers out loud made my whole body freeze. For an instant, it was as though all time stopped. I didn’t even breathe or have a heartbeat. Execution wasn’t a theoretical danger anymore. Not even when I fled from customs did my brain fully comprehend the stark reality of my situation: They are going to kill me.

A flash of blue against the door turned my flesh to ice. My throat tightened as though my own body was trying to strangle me. When I realized the burst of color was merely a reflection from the sleeping robot’s intermittent sleep mode light, I willed myself not to sigh aloud with relief. Footsteps from patrols in the hangar pounded against my eardrums. They weren’t in front of the broom closet, but judging by the direction and volume of the patrols’ muffled chatter, they would be soon.

“Henry, are you there?”

I swallowed back a hard knot. My voice threatened to crack like a teenager’s. “Yeah, Dad. I need a lawyer, fast.”

“I’ve already sent an alert to Mr. Finley. Hang in there.” 

Mr. Finley was one of several lawyers Trevalu Intergalactic Spice Company kept on retainer. Oddly enough, I didn’t know his first name because I met him when I was a kid, back when I had to call everybody Mr. So-and-So or Ms. So-and-So. For whatever reason, that didn’t change with Mr. Finley, and I never heard anybody call him anything else all these years. Knowing him, he probably insisted on being addressed with an honorific by everybody. I just hoped that pompous intergalactic trial lawyer earned his pay when it counted the most.

“Thanks.” I forced myself to take deep but quiet breaths. The humidity of the broom closet and my shallow breathing left me lightheaded. Sweat soaked through my clothes. “I tried calling the Earth Embassy on Zakon-4, but – ”

The glowing light reflecting against the door turned from blue to red. Uh oh …

“Intruder!” the robot said, its eye and mouth slits glowing red. “Intruder in the hangar!”

Crap.








  
  
Chapter 2




Of course, it was only a matter of time before the PA system’s fugitive announcement linked with the on-site robots. The cleaning robot shot out its arms like some creature in a midnight monster flick. I wrestled with the doorknob. It refused to budge. The robotic alert must’ve triggered the electronic lock. That didn’t stop me from trying to rip it off like a madman. The robot stepped closer, probably intending to squash me between itself and the door. 

“Henry, what’s going on?”

While trying to escape from the broom closet, I forgot that Dad was still on the line. Rattling the doorknob in vain, I called out, “I’m trapped!” To the robot I said, “Stop! Don’t crush me!”

“Henry, stay on the line!” As though Dad suddenly turning into an emergency dispatcher could change anything.

“You’re not allowed to hurt a sentient being,” I said to the cleaning robot, hoping that my statement was correct. On a planet cruel enough to execute someone for transporting poppy seeds, it wouldn’t surprise me if robots were allowed to do Zakonians’ dirty work. Would this metallic janitor reach out and crush my throat? Not knowing how else to protect myself in a tight place with no escape routes, I dropped to the floor and curled up in a ball. Prayer was my last line of defense, so I used it.

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee … ”

The robot bent down and yanked my crossed arms away from my chest. I cried out and then resumed my prayer as it hauled me to my feet. Fear dampened my perception of pain. My heart beat so hard, I wouldn’t have been able to stand unless being forcibly held upright. Somehow, I managed to keep praying Hail Marys aloud. Dad overheard me and joined in, probably trying to bolster me as well as care for my soul in case this proved to be the end of my too-short life.

Without warning, the robot pulled my hands behind my back as though handcuffing me. Pain seared through my shoulder blades from the quick jerk. Something popped but thankfully didn’t break. My watch phone call disconnected automatically on account of the swift movements imposed upon my slight frame. The robot’s grip on my wrists made me grit my teeth. If it squeezed much harder, I’d wind up with bone fractures.

“Henry Francis Trevalu is in custody.” The robot must have been linked into an automatic communication system with the authorities because it didn’t need to touch any equipment to issue the announcement. “Please collect the criminal from the broom closet in Hangar 3.”

“Let me go.” Even if I wanted to take a commanding tone, the rattling in my ribcage prevented me from speaking louder than a strained whisper. “Robots aren’t allowed to harm sentient beings. If you turn me over to the authorities, I will be executed. Do you understand?”

The robot merely repeated its announcement that I had been captured and to please collect me from the Hangar 3 broom closet. While waiting for a sentient creature to arrive, I prayed some more, wishing I had taken time to memorize the official Act of Contrition.

The doorknob stirred.

I’m sorry for all my sins and hope to live in Heaven with You for all eternity. Amen.

Two Zakonian police officers entered the broom closet, scarcely leaving me room to breathe. The robot released my wrists, only for the guards to bind them behind my back with glowing, tracking handcuffs. I didn’t have time to read the model number, but those cuffs probably had the ability to deliver electric shocks if I attempted another escape.

As the police led me out of the broom closet, letting the robot return to sleep mode, I expected them to spout off a list of charges against me. They said nothing. On the way up the stairs, I stole a glance at Neon Durango. While hiding in the broom closet, I had been so close to my vessel. Now, it was surrounded by Zakon-4 authorities. Perhaps it was stupidly sentimental, but Neon Durango was my first private cargo ship, a sixteenth birthday present from Mom and Dad. I named it after my two favorite rock bands: Neon Spark Plug and Durango Hacksaw. At least Neon Spark Plug still produced awesome music; Durango Hacksaw had become a joke. Odd thoughts to be having while walking up the stairs to one’s doom, but they came to mind nonetheless.

Getting marched through the Zakon-4 PCD should have been a humiliating experience, but my mind raced with questions about Mr. Finley. Would he be able to win my trial for me? I mean, Dad wouldn’t have chosen him if he thought Mr. Finley would let his son get executed on a hostile alien planet, right? And what about Mom? Did Dad tell her right away about what was happening, or did he take some time to think about how to best convey the news? Was it a case of, “Honey, please sit down. Something urgent has come up. It’s about Henry.” Or was it more like, “Where’s that good-for-nothing Mr. Finley when I need him? Dang it, Henry got arrested for transporting poppy seeds and is going to get murdered for it!”

I swallowed, trying to make my heart calm down. All this adrenaline had to dissipate sometime. Hopefully it would stick around long enough to keep me on my feet. My legs trembled slightly. Oh no. That was the first sign of an adrenaline rush ending, wasn’t it – weakness and bouncing in the legs? Please, God. Don’t let me collapse before we get to wherever the police are taking me.

“Look, Mama,” a gray alien child said, tugging on her mother’s arm with one hand and pointing to me with the other. “That’s a human. I saw one in a picture book at school.”

The mother shushed her child and pulled her away from the customs line while the police dragged me through the crowds.

Trying to keep my focus off of my faltering legs, I noted the demographics at the Zakon-4 PCD. There were maybe five other humans in the distance, but most of the building’s current population consisted of Zakonians plus a smattering of other races from throughout the galaxy. Other than that child who recognized my species from a picture book, few paid me much attention. When we finally made it outside, a large red car idled at the curb. From my previous reading of Professor Prendergast’s Intergalactic Travel Guide, I recognized it as a Zakonian police car.

My escorts shoved me into the back of the vehicle, not taking care to prevent injury. I hissed when my head bumped against the door seal. One of the police officers grabbed my cuffs and locked them into a restraining device behind me, putting pressure on my wrists and lower back. This was no way to transport a prisoner. An accident or even a sharp turn could lead to dislocation or spinal damage. On top of that, my legs started bouncing from the aftershocks of adrenaline.

While the police drove, I stared at the empty seat beside me. For some reason, it reminded me of how my mom used to tell me when I was little to leave some space for my guardian angel. “Of course, they don’t have to sit, being angels, after all,” Mom used to say, “but it’s a nice way to show your guardian angel that you care.” The memory forced a smile out of me despite the sharp ache induced by my restraints.

I haven’t really given you much thought lately, have I? I prayed to my guardian angel. Well, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, the Angel of God prayer sounded like sissy stuff by the time I was eight or nine years old. But no hard feelings, right?

Of course, there wasn’t a verbal reply to my impromptu, apologetic prayer, but my legs didn’t shake as much as before. My heart still raced but not quite as badly. 

I winced as we hit a bump in the road. The motion jerked on my wrists.

Uh, Guardian Angel? I know I’ve been giving you the silent treatment for a few years, but would you please protect me on the way to wherever we’re going? I’d rather not arrive with broken wrists. And, um, if I get to our destination in one piece, I’ll say the Angel of God prayer tonight, okay?

We didn’t hit any more bumps in the road. After a while, the police parked in front of a large, gray, imposing building with Zakonian writing engraved on the façade. This had to be either the courthouse or the Zakonian equivalent of a county jail. One of the policemen unhooked my handcuffs from the car. He and his partner each took charge of one of my arms to make me ascend the steps leading into the foreboding edifice. I swear the entryway looked like a giant alien tongue ready to pull me into its mouth and swallow me alive. But my wrists, although sore, weren’t fractured as far as I knew. It looked like I owed my guardian angel an extra special prayer tonight.
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