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Chapter 1: TricLath Pudding
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The extravagant buffet sat waiting for some unsuspecting fool to dive right in. I eyeballed the vibrant colors laced with tantalizing olfactory stimulants, all crafted to trigger memories unique to each passerby. The buffet was a mouthwatering spread, the food crying out for a dessert of antinausea and other preventative digestive medications.

Don’t get me wrong. I loved most of the food, all artfully plated and arranged. I’m just not keen on the chef, a boisterous Bawthare by the name of Bob. Look, cultural traditions and belief systems are a hobby of mine. Picked it up from my pops, who studied with the top-notch xenologists of his day, Dr. Emri Doubi and Dr. Si-Ial Ashter. Both were famous individuals, now cited in a myriad of textbooks.

Pops believed in hard work. He never subscribed to what he called armchair xenos, students or academics who latched onto the latest trends sporting remote operations. Sending robotic and artificial intelligence drones to dig sites or planets to collect information was all well and good for follow-up research, but Pops believed in getting his hands dirty, especially when breaking ground on a new site.

With his philosophy decidedly entrenched, Pops dragged my brother and me right along with him on his travels. My childhood consisted of being out in the elements, digging in the soil, stumbling through ruins, and listening to Pops’s stories. If not for the Cricade Wars, I firmly believe Pops’s name would be cited right along with Doubi and Ashter.

Ever heard of Epo-5? Yeah, I thought so. We spent almost an entire year on that miserable planet. Pops believed it held some great galactic secret. I tell you, mucking around in waste bogs was not my idea of creative education.

Right. Wormhole. Sorry, the tendency to ramble runs in the family.

The Bawthare chef. Fascinating species, for sure. An intricate culture steeped in the arts and spirituality. But all those little flecks of spice are sanctified dirt. That’s right—dirt. In order for it to be sanctified, the dirt is taken from the soles of their Holy Travelers. Bawthare biology boasts cast-iron stomachs. They can eat anything—literally anything. As a human who can’t afford basic bioupgrades, I’m a little more discerning.

My stomach growled because the smells wafting from the table weren’t enough to fill my belly. Fu... fudge nuggets.

Sorry. Not the food—although they do sound kind of appetizing... “Fudge nuggets” as in I’m working really hard at cleaning up my language. Not that it matters this far out from Earth, away from the ever-present ears of my Wepli bosses.

How that species ever became entangled with humanity’s messy, complicated, and often ridiculous language extensions is beyond my understanding. Their language is to the point and compact. But hey, Confore Tech signs off on my credit allotment.

Not to mention the fact I earned this awesome voucher for a vacation with, wait... hold on... I’ve got to check the ticket stub again. Hub Station 7.6... No, that’s where I boarded. Mahia... No, that’s my name. Oh, right. Desmo Voro Starshine Adventures, onboard their flagship, the Starshine. It’s one of those best-kept secrets. No one knew about the company because no one but saps like me who redeem their vouchers ever goes on one of their cruises.

Not that I could afford anything else... or even this one. But hey, at least it’s a vacation, right? Even if it’s an unusual gesture of recognition from a species that believes in hard work for the sake of hard work. I didn’t become the help desk hotline aficionado by twiddling my thumbs all day.

As I moved down the buffet line, I spied a third-gen Happy Times vending machine. Thank you, Desmo Voro Starshine Adventures. At least someone had a smart head on their shoulders. Or perhaps even two.

I scanned the projected menu—limited choices, but thank Saturn’s rings, all edible. As I punched in the codes for an old-fashioned, honest-to-goodness cheeseburger and fries, the vending machine tagged the HalfLife v-7.91 biochip in my palm—nifty piece of tech for real-time medical information, transfer of credits, and criminal records. That is, if you have a criminal record. Which I don’t. Well, kind of. But that’s something I don’t like to talk about.

These Happy Times vending machines, while notorious for repeated breakdowns and lousy circuits, were developed to provide optimal nutrition on long-haul missions. My cheeseburger and fries would be loaded with vit-mins and whatever else the system determined my biochemistry currently needed.

While true long-haul runs were now uncommon, with all the midway stations and refueling ports peppered throughout space, the vending machines were cheap installs, great choices for maintaining a reasonable food budget. Not exotic food by any stretch of the imagination, but it worked.

Ignoring a burning smell wafting from the vending machine, I grabbed my food and headed over to a small and rather neglected viewing port adjacent to the buffet. The seating area, decorated in a garish yellow-orange combo, a color scheme unfortunately found throughout the Starshine, was haphazardly arranged in a bulbous extension of the ship. Advert screens, outdated due to the lack of 3-D holographics, scrolled through a myriad of add-ons and buy-ins pushed upon vacationers.

I crossed my fingers and hoped the seating was compliant with space-travel licenses. All commercial space vehicles had to register with ChowHo Insurance Companies. Any added item, chair, table, couch, bed, you name it, had to be secured by either up-to-code grav units or old-school bolts. When the chair wouldn’t budge, old school it was.

When I was two bites deep into the cheeseburger, a little old lady took the seat opposite me. We were the only two people eating. She could have chosen a different table—any other table—like the one behind me. That would have been a better choice.

“Having a nice time, dear?”

I chewed slowly. Then I took a long sip of ria bubble tea. Next, I dabbed at my face with a napkin and said, “Sure.”

“This is my third trip, but it still feels like my first one each time.” The woman speared a piece of meat coated in those flavorful little specks of dirt.

“Uh, I wouldn’t if I were you.”

The woman winked. “No worries, dear. Had the upgrade after the cruise last year.” She took a bite and smiled in pleasure as she chewed.

I pursed my lips, harrumphed, and shrugged. To each their own.

“I can, however, vouch for the TricLath pudding. I must confess I paid the upgrade fees to stock a few of my preferred beverages and foods. I had the TricLath pudding specially imported from Daleron for this trip. Would you care to try mine?”

Despite her polite gesture, I shook my head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Please, you must. I insist. What is the fun of a cruise like this without enjoying something of an exotic nature?” The woman leaned forward and pointed at the transparent wrapping covering her dish of pudding. “It’s certified fresh... and human grade.”

I eyed the delicate mound of cream-colored pudding. It looked scrumptious. I knew about TricLath pudding but hadn’t been able to afford a sample as yet. What the heck? The label boasted the imperial stamp of the Old Earth Food Licensing Board. A couple of bites couldn’t hurt.

I took the proffered spoon, unwrapped the pudding, and dipped the utensil into the delicacy. As its creamy texture coated my tongue, my mouth exploded with the rich, full flavors of cream, milk, and TricLath-soaked honey.

“It certainly beats the instapuddings. Thanks,” I commented unceremoniously around my second mouthful.

The older woman pushed the rest of it my way, and I didn’t protest. Hey, if she was willing to share, I wasn’t going to stop her. We ate the rest of our food in silence, and when finished, I balled up my trash to throw it into the recycler.

“Did you pay for the premium package?”

Fudge nuggets. I didn’t move fast enough. I appreciated her sharing the pudding, but I wasn’t into sharing much more than that.

Smiling, I said, “No. My voucher’s for the basic tour.”

“Oh, a voucher! How lovely! A present?” Wistful memories flashed in her eyes as she added, “My son brings me the best presents.”

I’d forgotten how inquisitive other humans could be. Confore Tech consisted of 129 employees, two of which were human, Jorge and me. And Jorge worked three floors above me in the developmental engineering department. That meant I had nothing to do with the only other human at Confore, only that I had spied his name on the company employee roster.

The rest of the employees were Weplies—a hardworking, nose-to-the-grindstone species with little time for chitchat or concern about personal connections. That suited me just fine.

The temptation to walk off was strong. I eyed the recycler box, just ten steps away... Then out the door to freedom.

“No. Won it cause of work. Job well done or something like that.” I found my mouth moving of its own accord.

The woman’s eyes lit up. “Congratulations! Where do you work?”

I gritted my teeth. “Confore Tech. Help desk.”

“A Wepli company. Their logo has two...” The woman paused, frowned, and glanced off to one side, trying to recall what it looked like.

I helped her out. “Two hands with the glowing circuit ball above them.”

“Yes, of course. You must have outstanding qualifications then. What schooling branch did you attend?”

But that was all my daily allotted social-courtesy levels could handle.

“If you’ll excuse me, I should do some reading before our first outing.”

Her face crumpled into a pile of wrinkles, and I felt a stab of guilt. The woman was sporting the drab browns and grays of ill-fitting clothes, paired with a vibrant-green triangular hat—all the latest rage among those wealthy enough to live in Cloud-11. Considering that, combined with her aged appearance and hunched shoulders, I bet she had it all, money and family. In my experience, very few humans made it to the older age bracket without the credits to pay for all the buy-ins required for medical care, let alone life extensions.

Why would she be traveling alone? Least of all on a craptacular cruise ship? Family units stuck together, even more so the higher up one looked in the echelons of humanity’s wealthiest.

“Perhaps I’ll see you later.” The warble in her voice was like a knife to my heart.

Crickets.

“Maybe you could give me the rundown on the outing?” I said. “Since you said you’ve done these tours before?”

Her brown eyes lit up, and her smile revealed two rows of blindingly white teeth. Yup. Definitely loaded with credits.

“I would be honored,” she said.

Pesky social-guilt traps had never bothered me in the past. Why did it now? Who knows? I forced a smile, gathered up her trash with mine, and tossed it into the recycler.
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Chapter 2: Research Your Vacations before Vacationing
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I followed the woman reluctantly to the observation deck, a popular choice of the other passengers, much to my chagrin. Taking up the majority of the center was a Glipglow family unit, a reptilian species from the Lower Zyph Atmospheres. Judging by the noticeable lower canines, three of the hatchlings were barely old enough to leave the warmer cribs, while the other... eight—no, nine—showed both lower and upper canines, marking them around two years old, the age when the little chompers cut their teeth on anything and everything. Mental note: steer clear of those guys.

Off to one side stood two veiled figures, backs turned to each other in a defensive posture. Identifying the species under the thick blue cloth was difficult, but the tight weave and vibrant blue easily gave away who—or rather, what—they were: Star Eaters.

The species didn’t matter. The group held no rules as to where their followers came from, only that they adhered to their religion’s bylaws. Don’t ask. I refused to look too deeply into their beliefs after a rampage of fanatics ate through a stadium of hoverball fans.

Yes, you heard right. 

Ate. Through. Them.

So much fun.

All in all, that meant I had quite a few individuals to avoid on this wonderful cruise, where we were all jammed into the ship together. Go... me... for redeeming the voucher.

At least the observation deck’s amenities made up for the less-than-stellar company. Whatever the CEO of Desmo Voro Starshine Adventures was, at least the company spent money upgrading this part of the ship.

If the other passengers would’ve just headed off and found somewhere else to loiter, I could’ve enjoyed spending time there. The view-field was well worth the price of admission, stretching from one end of the room to the other and from floor to ceiling, a brilliant example of the minds behind Confore’s technologies.

Confore is the largest tech company around, with the highest rates for product quality and customer service. I take pride in that. I’m a key member of the help desk team. Don’t give me that look. Just because I have a low tolerance for in-person social exchange doesn’t mean I can’t be a shining-star wonder at assisting people with all their tech needs.

Over the phone, of course.

I earned the vacation voucher by ensuring I stayed up-to-date on all the latest gadgets and tech Confore offered, including upgrades, recalls, repair specs—you name it, the whole gambit. I even keep a close eye on our competitor’s stuff. I’m that good.

That particular view-field was state of the art. Hadn’t been on the market for more than a few months. This generation of view-field tech was one of those adrenaline-junkie inventions. To the naked eye, nothing sits between you and the vast emptiness of space just waiting to gobble you up.

The view-field is a pretty nifty piece of tech, actually. It’s five layers thick, standard for nonmilitary-grade tech. Each subsequent layer is a redundant field over the parent field, in case of power fluctuations or failures.

With a tier-one or tier-two failure, a general proceed-at-your-own-risk warning is issued. A tier-three failure gets techs sent out to clear the area and solve the problem before they find themselves on the wrong side of an airlock.

In the case of a catastrophic failure—a major, no-holds-barred, all-the-fields-fail-at-once one—then according to ChowHo Insurance and Confore subparagraphs and legalese, the ship should be outfitted with industry-standard bay doors, rigged up and coded to drop within seconds of field failure, squishing anything and anyone in their way.

My mind wandered through a few terrifying scenarios before I realized the old woman was trying to introduce herself. As annoyance got the better of her cultured etiquette, the woman reached out and tapped my arm.

“Tap” isn’t exactly the best word because it wasn’t gentle. I’m going to have a bruise there for the next few days. The shock of the so-called tap, plus the brief bloom of pain, was my excuse for letting slip a few unsavory words, and I blushed. I might be slightly antisocial, but it doesn’t mean I’m completely oblivious.

“Mrs. Fairhaven Gol.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Gol,” I said as politely as I could. “I’m Mahia.”

I could see her expecting the rest of my name, but she wasn’t getting it. No one was unless they wore official badges. Even then, they’d have to scan my chip.

Remember when I said my pops’s name would’ve been cited along with those bigwigs in xenology if it hadn’t been for the Cricade Wars? The reason wasn’t because he died in the wars or the brutal upheavals afterward. Or even the brief period of famine before the Old Earth monarchy stepped in and helped to right the system. Quite the opposite, in fact.

He... Well, to go ahead and spit it out, he fought against the majority of humanity and their allies. He fought for the Eeri.

So my last name isn’t something I just blurt out to strangers. It’s the main reason I work for Confore. Weplies just don’t care. All they care about is their profit-and-loss statements.

I know. Why not go through the courts and change the thing? I tried that.

First off, legally changing your name costs a small planet’s worth of credits to finalize the process, and second, the advocate assigned to my case hated me for some odd reason. We’ll skip the whole story of how that meet-and-greet went.

“So,” I drew the word out, looking to change the subject, and turned toward the view-field. “What’s up with this first outing or excursion or whatever they call it? You’ve been, right? A starbase or something?”

Last-name questions forgotten, Mrs. Gol dove right in. “Starbase 9.2, formally known as Kel Station. First built in ’91 through the partnership of the Goldsmith Consortium, the Telt, and the trade branch of the Eeri.”

I couldn’t help but cringe at the mention of those cloud suckers.

“The starbase was a focal point for refueling and trade and neutral ground for conflict management until the Brushe Conflict, the inciting incident of the Cricade Wars.”

Another cringe. Should’ve done my homework. Not really keen on hearing any more or walking where those things had been.

I’m all for tolerance and peace and understanding the differences between species, but after what happened, let’s just say if a vote arose for blackballing the Eeri, I’m all in. Not that we’re playing nice with them right now. Humanity’s military eventually pushed them back to their own region of space, but the whispers currently circulating speculate that our current flop-headed government is eyeballing a new treaty.

“And what does this outing entail?”

Mrs. Gol gave me a not so ladylike side-eye and harrumphed at the rude interruption of her tour guide impression. “We get a few hours to wander through the starbase. Basic tourist vendors set up, plus a couple of commercial spaces are there to look at too.” All annoyance vanished as she turned and winked. “But save your credits. It’s the next stop where you’ll find the good stuff.”

“What’s that?”

“The Rapscallion.”

Jupiter’s moons.

I decided I might have to eat off the buffet for supper. That would’ve given me a legitimate excuse to miss out on those little outings.

“Take a look at that,” Mrs. Gol whispered.

I didn’t want to, but I did.

A few more passengers showed their faces. A young human couple was there with two small children—or, should I say, two very bored-looking kids itching to cause trouble.

And a man.

He was more than a man if I’m any judge of exterior appearances. His basic features leaned toward human, but his ash-colored hair, paired with a very noticeable feline tail, meant he had Darquet blood. He didn’t have the brow ridge or cranial protrusions a fifty-fifty mix would sport, so I’m guessing a grandparent or maybe even a great-grandparent was full-blooded Darquet.

“What would someone like him be doing here?”

I turned in shock at the acid dripping from Mrs. Gol’s words. I hadn’t pegged her for a purist, certainly not if she’d taken this cruise a few times before. Purists tended to stick to Old Earth or human-only enclaves. Purist ideology entertained different levels of belief. Most recognized how humanity was irrevocably linked with intergalactic trade routes. Purist politics supported trade agreements and business deals as long as those contracts stipulated humans maintained their own human-only zones. But interbreeding or living amongst different species—nope, that was a strict no go. To put it quite plainly, they were old-fashioned bigots.

I high-fived myself for not giving in to her lonely old-lady wiles and telling her my last name. If Mrs. Gol was indeed a purist, my surname would be on a kill list for sure. Not that she would place in my list of top-ten assassins, but stranger things have happened.

I watched the man.

Don’t judge.

He was certainly fit and healthy, his broad chest and well-muscled arms and legs neatly showcased in his choice of formal attire. He was around my age unless he was sporting life extensions—not a common practice, but they were still sold on the open market. It would be a lie to say I considered walking over and introducing myself just to test Mrs. Gol’s reaction.

But the old lady grabbed my arm and dragged me to one side. I kid you not. She literally dragged me across the room. I revised my previous assessment and word choice to describe her.

“Gene filth. His ticket should have been disallowed. I’ll have to ping the captain and give him an earful.” She spat venom while absentmindedly patting my arm.

I chewed on a few retorts but decided against them. Causing a scene or upsetting Mrs. Gol would only bring unwanted attention.

I didn’t want to, but I asked, “So, you started to tell me I needed to save my credits for the Rapscallion.”

Mrs. Gol’s eyes darted between me and the man. She huffed a few times before deciding that showing off her knowledge was preferable to complaining about the company. “Right. Yes.”

She motioned me over to one of the benches, and we sat. I half listened to her patter on about a ship I was all too familiar with. It took some effort, but I felt like I managed to keep an eye on the man while maintaining the facade of paying attention to her, enough so that my internal musings got snagged.

“Sorry,” I said. “Can you repeat that?”

Mrs. Gol blinked. “Of course. I was talking about the upgrades to the Rapscallion’s tour. I’m told they’ve added in some holographic sims, all sourced from the ship’s internal recordings and eyewitness testimony. The whole experience should be riveting.”

I blanched. “Riveting” wouldn’t have been my chosen descriptor. “Revolting” was a better word choice.

“Honored guests of the Desmo Voro Starshine Adventures Cruise Company, we are pleased to announce docking protocols with Starbase 9.2 will commence momentarily. Please queue up in the transfer hub and get ready to explore the first of several eye-opening and stunning stops along our journey.” The soothing baritone voice clicked off, and a monotone AI voice reciting the grocery list of terms-of-service agreements switched on.

“If you’ll pardon me, I need to grab a few things from my quarters. Shall I see you at the transfer hub?” Mrs. Gol flashed me her most hopeful smile.

I swallowed and, against my better judgment, nodded. “Sure. Wouldn’t miss it.” I desperately wanted to tag a few more words onto that simple statement, but I kept my mouth shut.

She patted my arm once more before rising and tottering off to the internal parts of the ship reserved for hab-units. I didn’t need anything. I didn’t want anything but to get off that blasted cruise.
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Chapter 3: Unexpected Thunder and Pesky Do-Gooders
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Hours later, after the excursion to the delightfully mind-numbing Starbase 9.2, I managed to shake free of Mrs. Gol and head to my hab-unit. After several hours with the well-intentioned woman, my nerves were shot.

“Excuse me.”

The voice sounded like soft, rolling waves of thunder. The simple phrase, rough and full of depth, echoed off the walls of the narrow hallway. I jumped at the unexpected intrusion on my solitude.

I turned to face the speaker and inwardly cringed at allowing my little-old-lady-fueled exhaustion to dampen my awareness of who and what was around me. All I wanted was peace and quiet after the cacophony of enthusiastic tourists unleashed on unscrupulous vendors.

It was the man.

I turned to face him.

Up close, he impressed even more. Stubble peppered his lower jaw and curved around his lips. Ashen hair swept back toward his left temple and tapered down into a buzz around the nape of his neck. Irises of liquid violet watched me study him.

A dream situation—caught in tight quarters with an individual worthy enough of drool.

“Right, yeah. Sorry.” My voice cracked, and I tripped over my own stupid feet as I flattened myself against the wall.

The man frowned but nodded and brushed past me, his tail darting back and forth in frustration.

“Way to go, ace,” I muttered.

The Wepli work ethic translated into twelve-hour shifts, six days a week. That dictated that my one day off consisted of sleeping or studying the latest tech updates—not an environment conducive to meeting anyone. But that wasn’t high on my to-do list either. Keeping my nose clean and out of trouble was more important than random hook-ups.

I tried not to but couldn’t help but notice his hab-unit was just three doors down, opposite side of mine. Either he was a thrifty fellow and didn’t want to spend the five hundred forty-nine credits for the luxury-suite upgrade, or he wasn’t as well off as his appearance suggested.

My mind wouldn’t quiet down as I unlocked my own meager hab-unit, stumbled inside, and ran through a bunch of scenarios I won’t repeat in polite company.

The economy hab-units were sparse—no surprises there. Each met the specified standard of five-by-four-meter space, complete with a bunk, a decent enough mattress, a Sur-T Screen with a mediocre operating system, and one low-grade Dash an’ Wash station.

I flopped down on the bunk and debated with myself on the likelihood of going insane if I stayed in my room for the rest of the cruise. The chances were good for insanity.

Starbase 9.2 had been underwhelming, and I mean that as someone who went in with zero expectations—minus the nail-biting tube lift with the two Star Eaters.

I’d followed Mrs. Gol as she hit all her favorite spots and made appropriate remarks as she pointed out historical markers. Bless me because I did a remarkable job at keeping my comments on an internal loop only. Some poor soul had posted so-called facts all throughout the starbase. I had extreme difficulty keeping myself from busting up after reading a few of them, then not weeping at the general lack of competency among my fellow galactic inhabitants.

I mean, for crying out loud, the Cricade Wars ended only twenty-one years ago. Recent memory, folks. But watching Mrs. Gol go around and nod after rereading a sign for the hundredth time made me question the sanity of our media corporations. And, honestly, I admired the marketing strategies of the vendors who took advantage of all the poor, unfortunate souls who ate it up.

Case in point: Lieutenant Commander McCracken. Yes, that’s the man’s name. A less-than-stellar officer amongst humanity’s military ranks, he was frequently lauded as a military hero. I’ve read my fair share of cutting-edge news reports, follow-up infographics, and tell-all press junkets from several sources who all carry varying degrees of admiration and disgust for not only McCracken but also several of the names lifted up by the military and megacorporations as heroes from the Cricade Wars.

Everyone agrees on one thing. Lieutenant Commander McCracken was well intentioned but on the clumsy side. How he managed to continue to pass competency tests was beyond my knowledge, and he was reported to have frequently been posted on out-of-the-way, no-action-seeing ships or bases—like Starbase 9.2, erroneously believed to have been safely beyond the war zone.

Several members of the command crew have spoken out against McCracken’s rise to fame despite the blackballing of their names and careers and even a few death threats. That leads me to believe them when they all say McCracken tripped while he told a joke, spilled his coffee, and shorted out the weapon controls.

Despite those testimonies and sworn oaths, the media continues to uphold Lt. Commander McCracken for his brilliance in saving Starbase 9.2 with a preemptive attack against the Eeri. Which story do you think the commercial bigwigs of the starbase subscribe to?

You guessed it. On the main floor was a statue dedicated to this war hero who—I have come to believe—was no more than a man who spilled his coffee, which curdled the weapons’ command codes and caused a statistically improbable, well-timed strike against the Eeri coming to commandeer the starbase.
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