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Here's where we corked up. You remember the zombie apocalypse? More like 'The zombie news event that nobody really paid much attention to because it was all going down in some fifth-world country with typically lax chemical disposal regulations who clearly brought it on themselves, and then the media caught the president of North America with that unlicensed prostitute and everyone forgot all about some nowhere-near-my-backyard-anyway zombies', amiright? Did you ever stop to wonder what happened to all those reanimated, us-eating corpses? Because, as you may dimly recall, the authorities couldn't just shoot them, or blow them up with explosives, because that just airborned the chemical contagium all over the place, infecting everything and everyone it landed on, or who breathed it, or who ate something that had eaten something else that it had landed on. Well, the answer the World Health Order came up with was to round those lurchers up and relocate them to the moon. That's right, the flipping moon, that useless space rock we'd abandoned in the late '40s when everyone realized that the way-station located there was beyond redundant in light of the larger, cutting-tech base we'd since erected on Mars. So the moon had been way long deserted, and it seemed harmless enough, at the time, to treat it like the solar system's toxic waste dump.

Then, forever-later, somebody in the private sector went and bought the damn thing.

If anyone attached to the deal even considered the zombies, probably they assumed that they'd all starved or decompressed or floated off into space ages ago.

They assumed wrong.

So yeah, that's where we corked up.
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"Right now, this very minute, is absolutely the most advantageous time to initiate a project like this," Cecil assured his investors. On cue, Nykki appeared and topped off everyone's drink. Rikert Hoffmann and Li Jing unapologetically undressed the leggy, scantily-clad redhead with their eyes – again – while Melaine Sutter gave them the stink eye. "Yes, the destination-engagement amusements industry has been destabilized ever since the limited Google-Disney nuclear exchange," Cecil continued, "but with the new incentives the OWDA managed to push through last year we can build for a fraction of nothing and be in the black within twenty months of opening day, guaranteed."

"My concern," Jing reminded him, "is less with the initial investment than with..."

One of Cecil's security officers stepped into the room and cleared her throat.

"Yes?" he acknowledged her. She looked to be a little out-of-sorts.

"Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Myasovich," she said, "but, uh, it seems we have a couple of... stowaways."

"Are you actual?" Cecil asked the flustered girl. His security people weren't the type to easily fluster, but discovering a stowaway – two, apparently – aboard his personal shuttle made for an understandable exception.

"Hijackers?" Melaine asked, to all appearances more insulted by the prospect than concerned.

"What if it is terrorists?" Hoffmann blanched. "No Lives Matter has been targeting local traffic! It is all over the approved news!" The old man looked like he was going to shit a canary.

"I'm fairly confident they're not terrorists," said Cecil's other security officer, now joining them. Both wore skin-tight vinyl ensembles, midriffs and shoulders exposed, their night-black hair short and pulled back, and were armed with sleek, elegant-looking stun pistols. Aadya was Indian and Serket was Egyptian, but they bore a remarkable resemblance to one another. In fact, Cecil had hired them for that very reason: he liked beautiful women, and he liked compartmentalizing.

Jing was already slipping a old-fashioned handgun out of his satchel.

"For god's sake put that away!" Cecil snapped. "You can't be shooting antique guns off in here! We're in outer space! Have you taken leave of your senses??"

"I don't think there's any... immediate danger," Aadya again assured them. "Er, perhaps you should come with me, sir."

"Yes, of course. Excuse me, gentlemen. And lady."
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[image: ]


"Where were they hiding?" Cecil asked as the two women escorted him to the rear of the shuttle.

"They weren't," Serket explained. "Tamrah stepped into the rear lounge to collect that fresh bottle of champagne you requested and there they were, settled in like they owned the place."

"And they're not armed?"

"No. I scanned them surreptitiously while Aadya was confronting them."

When they reached the rear lounge Cecil pushed past his security officers and threw the door open himself.

He'd almost doubted they would actually be here, like maybe it was a gag or something. But nope, there they were: a thirtyish guy, hair prematurely white, in an electric blue shirt accented with a narrow, blindingly pink tie, and a blonde of about the same age who looked like she'd just rolled out of bed. The guy's eyes were hidden behind a pair of sunglasses with blue, triangular lenses. The gal wore jeans and a loose-fitting T-shirt, blonde hair cut short, minimal makeup. Nevertheless, his eyes lingered on her for a few extra beats. Not bad. Not bad at all.

He was less pleased to note that the male intruder was sipping a glass of his best scotch.

"Alright," Cecil demanded, consciously puffing up as he spoke, "who the hell are you people???"

"My name is Mr. K," said the guy, "and this is my associate, Miss Lilly..."

"That was a rhetorical question!" Cecil barked. "What the hell are you doing here???"

"Well, the truth of the matter is..."

"Also rhetorical! Aadya, Serket, lock these jokers up!"

"Uh, where, Mr. Myasovich?" Serket asked. "We don't exactly have a brig."

"Improvise! Elon fucking Musk, what do I pay you for?"
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"Your name is 'Circuit'?" Mr. K asked as the security detail hustled them, at gunpoint, into the shuttle's tiny kitchen. Another redhead, all freckles and short curls, was gathering up supplies and utensils in a controlled panic, fuming all the while.

"Why my kitchen?" she lamented for the third time.

"I told you, Tamrah, it's the only door we can lock from the outside," Aadya said.

"S-E-R-K-E-T," Lilly answered for Serket. "It's Middle Eastern, I think?"

"A very pretty name," K said.

"I am named after the Egyptian goddess of scorpions," Serket responded dryly.

"Don't engage with them!" Aadya chastised her.

Seconds later, K and Lilly were alone, and locked in.

K leaned against the stove, plucked what appeared to be an ancient cellular phone from his shirt pocket and tapped away at it, quickly skimming the results.

"'Serket, more commonly Serqet or Selket, was the Egyptian goddess of protection – emphasis mine – against poison... such as that of the scorpion'," he read out loud. "That woman was just trying to intimidate me."

"Was she successful?" Lilly asked. "Because they're going to be back."

"Just stepped out to find some rubber hoses, eh?"

"Almost certainly. I wonder where we actually are?"

"Space, if the view through the portholes is any indication. My second guess would be 'not space, but it's nighttime'."

Lilly sighed heavily.

Five minutes later, Serket returned, alone this time.

"Am I going to have to cuff you?" she asked. Two pairs of handcuffs now hung from her belt.

"No, we'll cooperate," Lilly quickly assured her, before K could say something "witty" about being handcuffed that would get them there for sure.

"Does everyone in this time period dress like they're in an Italian science fiction movie?" K asked instead. "Because I could really get behind that."

"What are you doing aboard the Free Space?" Serket demanded.

"That's the name of this ship? Free Space?"

Serket didn't respond, just waited.

"Would you believe we're here to help?" Lilly said.

Serket waited.

"Okay, it's like this," K said, brandishing the object in his hand. "This is the infinity phone. I know it doesn't look like much, but it has the wondrous ability to transport us – myself and her – ," he indicated Lilly, "wherever we're most needed. We lend a hand, solve the crisis, and it instantly delivers us home again, leaving you to accept all the accolades. So, strange as it may sound, we really are here to help."

"Except we don't need any help," Serket said.

"Not yet," K said.

"Trespassers making veiled threats," Serket dictated into a thin, flexible band worn loosely around her wrist. It looked like a jelly bracelet.

"Not a threat! Not a threat!" Lilly interjected.

"That can't possibly be a recording device," K said to no one in particular. "She's bluffing, right?"

"All right. We're going to keep you locked up in here until Mr. Myasovich concludes his business on the moon, then you'll return with us to Earth where you'll be handed over to the applicable authorities."

"The moon?" K said. "Earth's moon?"

"Yes, Earth's moon. Which means there's nowhere to go, so don't make my job harder to no practical end by breaking out of here."

She stepped out of the room, closed the door, and locked it from the outside.
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Aside from a few pockmarks, courtesy of irregular meteorite strikes, Moon Port 1-02 looked like it'd been abandoned only yesterday. Colonel Brandi Zihn (NAAF, Ret.), the pilot, hired as much for her skill as her measurements and naturally blonde hair, brought them in low and smooth, circling the base once to impress the moneyed rubes, then engaging the VTOL and setting down on the northeastern shuttle platform, a perfect, pinpoint landing.
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