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      A standard hour before Galactic Marvel was due to launch, the dark shape of Secret Agent Gustave Mann stood alone in a shadowed alcove of the massive transit station.

      He’d loaded the persona of an old-school detective from the library this time, simply because it felt right.

      That meant he’d found himself hanging back in the shadows and leaning casually against the wall beside one of the fast-drop restaurants built on an upper level. He lifted a titanium finger to push the brim of his hat up over his fleshy skull. For an instant, he thought he wanted a cigarette—which his link told him was an ancient form of nicotine delivery that came encased in smoke.

      He ignored the craving though, which was harder than he thought it might be.

      “Remind me not to use the Spade profile again,” he whispered to himself.

      Command received and noted, the voice in his head answered.

      Mann flipped switches on magnetic and bio detectors but turned them off quickly to avoid detection. Both technologies were active, which meant they could be read by others if they were ready for it.

      He didn’t want to tip anyone off.

      Intelligence the bureau had received earlier suggested strongly that one of the passengers was a fraud, and instead of being a veterinarian, the passenger was an agent of an intergalactic crime family, here to engage in some kind of business expansion. A follow-up investigation confirmed the information was solid. An unidentified group had acquired a billet specifically to establish an inside position with the veterinarian community.

      Galaxy-wide domination of a major market was supposed to be at stake, though no one seemed sure of exactly what the market might be, or why the negotiations would be happening on a cruise for veterinarians.

      “They who control the beasts control the world,” N’Sai, his significant other, had quipped when he explained he’d be away for two weeks, one for the tour itself, another for the debrief. Of course, she had laughed then, and that pissed him off.

      She knew his career wasn’t exactly taking off, but she didn’t know exactly how not taking off it really was.

      Coming back empty-handed this time could be the end of his life as a field worker.

      The idea of a desk job made the metallic parts of his bones feel dead.

      He couldn’t have that.

      Secret Agent Mann’s jaw took a firm line.

      His eyes—one brown and human, the other green and not human—focused on the scene below. The flat flooring and curved dome of Cygnus Grand Central Station—which was well-lit but gave a transparent view of the starfield overhead—gave the station a cathedral-like aura. It echoed with voices and the grinding wheels of transport units racing over controlled paths.

      With a final crunch, Secret Agent Mann tossed aside the remains of a sugary candy stick he’d picked up at one of the endless shops that lined the gateway tunnels.

      Xandarian peppermint.

      Total score.

      The docs back at the Bureau warned him that sweets would rot the physical side of his brain, but he didn’t care. He had a MIND of his own, so it didn’t matter—and a secret agent’s life was not everything the viddies made them out to be. He needed something to lean on in the dull moments.

      A deep breath let the essence of mint flow into his lungs.

      There were a lot of dull moments.

      Exhibit A: Across the distance, the chaotic jumble of passengers traversed the long transit tubes that led to the cruiser.

      He'd been here for three standard hours now, taking it all in and trying to ignore the lack of anything obvious going on.

      No bad guys.

      Or, at least, no cruisegoers loading into Marvel’s Passenger Bay entry had shown any indication of tendencies toward bad guy behaviors.

      The bright white gangway frames made a good background for the holoprojections of exotic locations across the galaxy that crawled across them. The transit station’s curved ceilings were made of radiation-hardened glass that gave the passengers open views of the velvety blackness of deep space around them, views which, when combined with the safari-like music that played in the background, were designed to add to the sense of adventure that came with the cruise.

      Good luck with that.

      GCL, the Galactic Cruise Lines, made damn sure that no real danger could exist for their precious passengers. Not while they were out on tour, anyway.

      In the mix of the population, though…well, if there was anything Secret Agent Mann had figured out in his five standards of service, it was that people, no matter what sector they were from, were dangerous.

      He popped another mint. MIND registered more data.

      Screw the docs.

      His stainless titanium teeth crunched the hard candy covering, and the synapses of his human brain sizzled in joy. The registers of his Mass Intellect Neuroplastic Driver stored away caloric and nutritional data about the candy, including the fact that it was his fifth such dose in less than an hour.

      Some sidekick.

      Down on the floor, the yipping snaps of barking creatures that Secret Agent Mann’s registers identified as a Yorkshire terrier broke the low-grade hum that permeated the station.

      A loud hiss came in return—this time from a massive Gartagian Feline Being, or GFB for short. It was something that, from the distance, looked almost like a domestic cat. That is if that cat had bulked up to ten times its weight and then crashed headfirst into a brick wall over and over again until its face, ears, and shoulders got bunched together into a single flat surface.

      A GFB was more bulldog than a cat at the front end, but a hundred percent feline in the hind quarters.

      Its tail was long and furry. It was a muscular beast, too, the GFB.

      “Quiet down, Hack!” a human yelled at the animal as he pulled on the heavy steel leash that wrapped around the gargantuan beast’s waist, chest, and forelegs—as if that would keep the GFB under control if things got truly hairy.

      Other passengers carried cages that encased feathered creatures, lizardly things, or one of an endless myriad of other strange beasts Mann did not recognize.

      He sneezed and scratched at a hive that was growing on his forearm.

      Veterinarians, the agent thought as he sunk deeper into the shadows.

      Of all the luck.

      I’m finally assigned a decent case—chasing down shady crooks dealing with the Galactic Cruise Line, and now this: The Intergalactic Vet of the Year cruise.

      He scratched his hive again.

      The cruise’s flight log said the trip would take the passengers to five of the universe’s most amazing zoological compounds, including a wild safari and a sectioned-off portion of the methane oceans on Grace, a distant planet in the Canis Major system.

      At least that might be interesting to see.

      If he could get off the ship, anyway.

      Animals were the worst, though.

      They made him break out in hives.

      Down on the floor, a tripodal hominid of origin Mann was not initially familiar with entered the passenger gate, hopping along beside another creature of equal size. Rallaz kangaroo, his MIND told him. Then his sidekick continued with a data stream that suggested the creature was named after Manjella Rallaz, a scientist who had discovered it. MIND also noted that the unfortunate Dr. Rallaz had been subsequently eaten after she found herself between the kangaroo of her legacy and a plate of mashed bangers.

      Turns out the average Rallaz kangaroo has a mad passion for bland dinners.

      Without having seen the tripod commanding the hominid, Secret Agent Mann wouldn’t have been able to tell which of the two was the owner and who was the pet.

      As if that mattered.

      He scratched his shoulder, thinking about allergic reactions, then scanned the last of the passengers as they slipped through the transit and into the bay. None of them appeared outwardly suspicious, but just looking at the GFB was making him break out in more hives.

      The dogs were going to make him batshit crazy. And the rest? Well.

      A shiver ran down his spine.

      A Denebian lumbered up the gangway, its bulging, purple-skinned neck standing out starkly against the white pullover poncho draped over its shoulders. It pulled an antigravity cart behind, also covered in a flowing drape, this one a rusted red. A beast inside gave a gurgling Whoopi cushion of a bleat that was half goat and half gastric accident.

      It was a sound caustic enough that even his party-pooper of a MIND unit wasn’t fast enough to stifle his guffaw.

      It wasn’t his fault.

      Secret Agent Gustave Mann hadn’t had a pet since he was six years old, and his fathers had gotten pissed off at him because he squashed all the ants in the farm they’d given him for his birthday. He’d been watching superhero shows and thought the tiny insects were people who had simply shrunk to ant size and retained their human strength.

      That was before the accident.

      Before he’d become this thing that he was.

      Half human, half machine, and fully uncomfortable around people of all kinds.

      He was only a kid then, though.

      How was he supposed to know the little buggers in his farm weren’t nano-enhanced critters like they were on the vid shows?

      Chief Dispatcher AI Unit Wilx must have had an idea about his weak spot. Mann could hear the asshole chuckling to itself from parsecs away. “This cruise is a big deal!” Wilx had said while doling out the assignment, its voice wrapped in a blanket of seriousness.

      To its credit, Wilx had tried to make the assignment sound benign and sincere, but Mann had sensed an overly delighted aura of one-upthemship in the way the chief dispatcher’s antennae had bounced back and forth while transmitting the assignment. Mann knew what Wilx thought of him, too. AI Unit Wilx thought Mann was overbearing and overly thoughtful in his approach. That he had difficulty getting to his points—which was an original sin to an AI, who had to sit for interminable cycles while others of flesh, blood, and wire traces got to their points.

      But Mann couldn’t help it if public speaking made him nervous, or that the term “public speaking” meant anytime more than two people were in a small room.

      The two had been uneasy work partners since the day Mann had joined the bureau, and he didn’t think he was imagining things when he felt Wilx seemed to enjoy the irony of giving Mann this assignment just a little too much.

      Wilx knew a mission on a veterinarian’s cruise would literally get under Mann’s skin.

      Could it be payback for the Henson affair?

      Screw it. That had been his partner’s fault.

      He and AI Wilx had never really seen eye to lens, but the Henson affair seemed to be the point where the AI had gone from making jokes at his expense to full-onset passive-aggressive behaviors.

      All Mann knew now was that the last of the veterinarians were loading, so it was time to get to work. He pulled his hat down over his gaze, turned on one heel, and went to find his way aboard the cruiser.
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      James gave an angry stare at the deep gouge that sliced over the body of his favorite guitar. Heat flushed his cheeks. He didn’t want to be here, anyway. He would, for example, have much preferred they take the cash from the Epic cruise and make music.

      But Lyn, his twin brother, had gotten a snootful of the admiration that came from being on a big stage and had gotten adamant.

      It’s a great way to see the universe, James! Lyn had argued. And if we make a name for ourselves in front of a few thousand cruisers, it can’t help but add to sales when we get to the studio!

      James had capitulated, of course. Because that’s what he did. He was three minutes older, and three minutes wiser. But Lyn knew how to pull his strings.

      Now, however, this.

      “The cat is going to die,” he said.

      He was referring to Frisky—the beefy Maltese gray warrior cat that had adopted Lyn on their last cruise.

      Lyn wasn’t paying attention, though.

      It was Opening Night of GCL’s annual Intergalactic Vet of the Year cruise, and the brothers were standing backstage at the Solar Winds Grand Auditorium—the cruiser’s largest theater. Both wore one of the new bodysuits Lyn had found in Ellen’s, an upscale shop he’d found in Dazzle Plaza, a loosely connected set of shops and boutiques tucked away in places only the connected would know about—all specializing in ultra-modern cosmic couture. The fabric of the suits clung tightly to their bodies. Quantumly Networked Piezoelectric threads ran through each of the garments and interacted with both the boys’ movements and the sonic fields around them to create light displays that changed colors and patterns in response to the music they played.

      The outfits cost most of their advance, but even with his general malaise about the gig, James had to admit they were stunning.

      Just strumming an open chord sent a mesmerizing rainbow of sound over James’s hip, and given that the fabric had a sensory aspect to it, the vibration made for an interesting feedback loop.

      Lyn peered over the gathering audience.

      The veterinarians had packed the place. Voices rumbled in the acoustically perfect space, and passengers milled about with an energy that surprised them both.

      A small chorus of “Don’t like the way, you treat my cat!” Broke out.

      “They must really want to hear Frisky, My Kitty!” Lyn said.

      James rolled his eyes. After the kerfluffle on the Epic, Lyn’s song “Frisky” had gotten airplay on intergalactic streams targeted to pet lovers, zoologists, and animal advocates from every backwater rescue camp across the known universe. “Crap,” James said. “We’ve become a novelty act with pet nerds. Just what we needed.”

      “Who would think a group of animal doctors would be so rowdy,” Lyn added.

      “Goddammit, Lyn,” James cried, holding up his guitar again—a starburst pattern Generation Flyer. The jagged scratch ran across the entire backside. “Will you look at what your cat did to my guitar?”

      “So?” Lyn’s outfit pulsed as he pushed a shock of his blond hair from his eyes.

      “What do you mean, so?”

      “It’s got a scratch in it. Who cares?”

      “You call that a scratch? It’s at least ten centimeters long! That’s a gouge if there ever was one!”

      “Play it up, then,” Lyn said, simplifying things like he always did when he didn’t want to deal with them. “Put a patch on it. Or paint a logo that points to it. You know, give it some real character. This Machine Hates Cats.”

      “Are you kidding me? Give it a logo?”

      “This Machine Kills Mice.” Lyn snickered.

      “Screw you,” James replied. “You wouldn’t say that if it was Victoria we were talking about.”

      Lyn had named his guitar Victoria. The two were close.

      Right now, Victoria was cradled absently in his brother’s hands.

      “Yes, but we’re not talking about Vicky, now, are we?” Lyn said.

      James pressed his lips together and glanced back to the crowd.

      This was no time to get into it with Lyn.

      Again.

      They were here because Lyn’s hijinks on their maiden tour with the cruise lines had resulted in the arrest of a pair of agents from a crime syndicate who had been operating on the GCL ship Galactic Epic. GCL bigwigs, concerned that news about having a galactic crime ring using their ships as business conduits might result in a PR hit, commanded that the Moore Brothers—playing now under their old moniker of The Intergalactic Band of Brilliance—be turned into heroes.

      It was as good of PR as any, James assumed.

      Focus on the positive and sweep the real story under the gravity well.

      Rather than keep them on Epic, the butthurt entertainment director of that ship had sloughed them off onto this tour. And even though the ED on Marvel wasn’t any more excited about the Moore brothers, when “Frisky” hit big, it seemed only natural that they would play the International Vet of the Year cruise. Facing that kind of pressure from the GCL board of directors, she hadn’t stood a chance of keeping them off the bill.

      James didn’t care.

      Playing Marvel was as embarrassing as the other, but at least it paid the bills and if Lyn was right, the extra attention could result in future fortunes.

      Who cared if it all felt like a Ponzi scheme?

      That’s what everything about life as an entertainer seemed to consist of: pinky-swear promises of payment and future hopes for great gigs in the depths of deep space.

      All that mattered now, though, was that the GCL brass had rewarded James and Lyn by booking them as headliners on this jaunt, a decision that had been made over the Marvel Entertainment Director’s wishes, but one they took on anyway.

      Despite the energy in the audience, James was still feeling more than a little put off by the whole thing. All he could think of were all the snippets of songs he’d be able to flesh out if they were in a studio rather than galivanting on a cruise liner.

      “Great crowd, eh?” Lyn said, eyes glistening with excitement.

      “If only it was all about us,” James grumbled, still pissed at Frisky’s handiwork.

      “Don’t be such a Dudley Downer.”

      “They don’t care about us, brother. They’re just a bunch of dog doctors here to dance, party, and bolt down enough hard booze and dazzledust that they can forget that they spend their entire lives poking and prodding animals.”

      “And a good time was had by all!” Lyn called.

      James grimaced.

      His twin was an adrenaline junkie. Just sitting in the green room backstage, Lyn had gotten amped the moment applause for the opening act crashed over him.

      On stage, the emcee was already entering the standard chatter he used to introduce acts.

      “Given this is the vets’ cruise, I bet I can find someone to do it,” James said, intently scanning the crowd now himself.

      “Do what?”

      “Kill the cat,” he said wistfully.

      “No vet is going to euthanize a perfectly healthy cat,” Lyn replied.

      “Everyone has their price.”

      James gazed around the crowd, imagining just such an everyone out there among the sea of veterinarians.

      “All it would take is enough cash, and a suit of body armor thick enough to let the hitman live to tell after getting inside the range of Frisky’s talons.”

      He sensed the cold countenance of Frisky’s presence somewhere in the area but was unable to make out the cat. It was an eerie sensation, a feeling like he was being both watched and judged but unable to figure out from where.

      To be fair, James usually liked cats.

      And Frisky had a certain savoir-faire about him that was attractive in that dangerous kind of way certain cats have. But there was an edge to this cat that James hadn’t quite come to grips with. They had only been rooming Frisky for a few weeks, but already James had learned to be wary of the thing. This morning, for example, Frisky had bitten his ankle and then chased him hard enough to make him jump on the bed to get away.

      There was no time for the rest of their conversation, though.

      Lady types! Gentlecreatures! And all other types of beings known to sentientkind! Please help me welcome—straight off their ringing engagement at the Happiest Place in Space—the Intergalactic Band of Brilliance!!!

      The crowd gave a huge roar.

      “This isn’t over,” James yelled as they ran onto the stage.

      “It never is, brother,” Lyn called over his shoulder, smiling so broadly that James couldn’t tell if Lyn put it on just for him or if his brother was just playing to the audience.

      Probably both.

      Not that it mattered.

      A moment later, taking the requisite pose, Lyn toggled the remote mic. “Good evening, my pretties! Here’s something we wrote just for you! I hope you like our newest hit. It’s called ‘The Intergalactic Vet of the Year!’”

      Then they both ripped into the opening strains of their newest song.

      

      
        
        This thing is over, what’s done is done

        After this year he can finally say he won

        Give Fido flea bomb, help Fido walk

        He’ll blow your mind when you hear Fido talk

      

        

      
        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Vet of the Year

      

        

      
        Let’s go crazy like in ’99

        My little red corvette will get us there in time

        Lost in the darkness then found a pearl

        I’m gonna search for all the magic in the world

      

        

      
        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Vet of the Year

        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Party of the Year

      

        

      
        This thing is over, he won at last

        We thought his sorry ass would fade into the past

        So grab your partner, grab your friend

        We’re going to planet Zorb, it’s right around the bend

      

        

      
        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Vet of the Year

        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Party of the Year

      

        

      
        There’s Captain Kirk, propped up and posin’

        Official mascot of the cryogenically frozen

        Hey, there’s Jeff Lynne (hey there’s Jeff Lynne)

        he’s drinking gin

        He looks so happy must have cloned himself again

      

        

      
        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Vet of the Year

        It’s time –It’s now –It’s here

        The time is here for the Party of the Year

      

      

    

  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cb2-ebook-cover-1800-2700.jpg
RON COLLINS & JEFF COLLINS

The
,NTERGALACT'C

VETERINARIAN
EAR

A CRUISE BROTHERS NOVEL

Mus Myhm a’M

[ ,

i







OEBPS/images/skyfox-publishing-sf-300dpi-300-450.jpg
E

SKYFOX

PUBLISHING

Science Fiction





