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MONDO HEETZE





The first thing most people do when they wake up in their new immortal bodies is go bungee-jumping. 

Me, I took a nap. Then I rolled around on the floor for a bit–a nice cold linoleum hospital room floor, mind you. Then I tried to get someone to play fetch with me.

It was when I started drinking out of the toilette that I got around to wondering why I had been behaving so... unexpectedly.

Something was wrong. The toilette thing was the first clue. The extra arms were the second. 

The room had a mirror, above the bureau. I hopped up on the bed to see. 

I’d looked more human. Much more human. But not in a good way.

Four arms, short from shoulder to elbow but with forearms three times, proportionately, as long. Each arm was capped with a three-digit hand, each finger opposed to the other two in a sort of triangle arrangement. The fingers were thick, three-knuckled, and padded with rough callous-like skin. Sure, I had two legs, but they were physically much like my new arms, except more muscular. And I had a tail. A big, thick brute of a tail that just reached to the floor. The end of the tail was calloused, almost flat. I leaned back on it. It supported my weight quite comfortably, which was a good thing, since my new body wasn’t exactly made for sitting in human chairs.

Okay, so the body was odd. But what really threw me was my neck and head. The neck was long, as long as the tail, and fairly flexible. I could turn my head to look behind me. Hell, I could look at my own ass–why I’d want to, couldn’t tell you. My head was bulbous and alien: An oval on a stalk. Big black eyes, mouth behind and below the chin, teeth sharp, numerous, and small. Like a cat mated with a shark. No nose to speak of, though there were little slits running halfway down my neck, and I could breathe through them, and smell lunch being served two wings over.

To top everything off, I was covered with a mottled blue and yellow skin, textured like an elephant’s. What hair I had was sparse, weak, and pale brown. It was thickest on my torso, which was stocky, with muscles moving under the skin in unfamiliar ways.

I recognized the type of creature my biodroid was modeled on, of course. You watch as much vid as I do, you’re bound to see them, hanging at the heels–so to speak–of their enthak masters. Sometimes on leashes, most times not. They–or rather we, now–were considered quite intelligent and trainable pets. Not as trainable as humans, mind you, but in the eyes of the enthak at least, cuter.

They’d put me in the biodroid of a heetz. A damned pet.

Needless to say, I was incensed.

The attending technicians at the clinic were extremely apologetic. Seems the human-patterned biodroid body I had selected to spend at least the next thousand years in had been delivered from the factory in less than optimal condition. It had been missing a head, among other things. Naturally, they didn’t notice until they’d already stripped my brain out of my original body.

They couldn’t put me in the damaged biodroid, and they couldn’t put me back in my own flesh. And since the nanochine fluid my brain was floating in would only keep my synapses alive for fourteen minutes, maximum, they didn’t have much choice but to stick me in whatever was available.

The only empty biodroid at hand that a human’s nervous system could handle integration with was a used heetz biodroid that had been on its way to becoming spare parts after its previous occupant traded up. Says something about the human nervous system, doesn’t it, that hundreds of thousands of years of evolution had developed a system no more complex than an enthak pet. 

They’d had empty enthak biodroids, but even if I could have afforded the upgrade, that would have been like putting a moped engine in a diesel train. Maybe it would power the whistle.

While the technicians were telling me this, I was sniffing their crotches.

They told me that kind of behavior would wear off. The neural net subsystems in the suit were overcompensating while my brain adjusted to its new digs, leaning on pre-programmed instincts. A normal effect of the transfer. Only problem was, the subsystems had been designed for a heetz, with a heetz’s instincts.

I was going to tell them that I appreciated their concern, but that wasn’t going to stop me from suing them, the clinic, the company that built the biodroid, the Consolidated Terran Overgovernment for allowing a company with such shoddy quality control to conduct business inside the solar system, and the enthak for introducing the biodroid technology in the first place.

Unfortunately, it came out as a short, friendly yip. 

Then the moment was lost, and I went back to sniffing crotches.


      [image: image-placeholder]The same afternoon as my release from the clinic, I had reported to the Personnel office of the Hershel-Sangrine Corporatti. If things had gone as planned I’d have been in a nice nearly-indestructible human biodroid and immediately assigned a post on an asteroid-miner as a geologist/medic/general laborer. For thirty years. But that was nothing, considering that for that thirty years servitude my bills for the operation and the cost of the biodroid had been completely covered by Hershel-Sangrine, and after that I would have been free to live pretty much forever, doing whatever I wanted. The key to all that was the human biodroid part. Something the Personal Director just couldn’t grasp.

“You’re contractually bound,” he said from behind a bullet and laser proof transparent plastisteel shield that cut the room in half. I was on the side without air conditioning, but with loud piped-in elevator music.

“You can’t be serious.” My voice came out of a small, concealed speaker above my eyes–my biodroid mouth and tongue were good for growling and barking, not speaking Esperanto. “I’m not saying I’m not going to honor my obligations. Hell, no. Just delay the start. The clinic says they won’t be able to put me in a new body–an actual human biodroid–for three months. My nervous system needs time to recover, build up some strength.”

“I’m afraid we can’t wait that long.” 

“I’m not exactly equipped–at the moment–to do the job.”

“Hershel-Sangrine paid you a great deal of money.”

“Yeah, but I paid for a human, not this damned thing.” I raised my four arms in exasperation. “And I don’t want to be stuck in it --” 

“Not our problem. We made an investment, and the clinic tells me there’s nothing “

“Of course they said that, they want me out of the way so I can’t sue them.”

“You can’t sue them in any case.” Expressionless, he touched a button on his desk to pop a holoflat up on the glass between us. I recognized the document in the flat–the thousand pages of microscopically small-printed contract with Hershel-Sangrine I’d signed and initialed in about a million places. “They are a wholly-owned subsidiary of Hershel-Sangrine, which you agreed to indemnify in all matters.”

“Of course I did. Look–I can’t even fit inside an EVA mining suit. Unless you’ve got one for heetz.”

“I don’t believe we do.”

“That kind of makes my point, doesn’t it? You’ve got to give me a few months.”

“If you were still going to crew one of our belt ships, that might be the case. But mining isn’t the only business Hershel-Sangrine is in. We also contract personnel out to other companies, and as luck would have it, a contract opportunity opened up just this morning.”

“Is that so?” That’s about when the sinking feeling I’d had the whole conversation became a full-fledge free-fall. “In this body?”

“You might say it’s the perfect job for you.”


      [image: image-placeholder]My parents are in deep-freeze in a cryo-retirement home on Luna. It’s a win-win kind’a thing, really. They’re not really dead–just frozen in the last moment of life–so I never had to mourn them. And I don’t have to visit them for the holidays. Win-win.

I bring this up not because it’s a particularly unique thing, but because it vividly shows the effect of the enthak on humanity. The only hope my parents’ generation had of achieving immortality was to submit to freezing, a questionable grab at the brass ring to be sure. But my generation, all we had to do was raise the cash for a biodroid and have our brain swapped in.

When the enthak made themselves known 17 years ago and revealed that they had been watching us, guiding our evolution, for nearly fifteen-hundred years, humanity was still fairly backwards technology wise. Couldn’t even cure AIDS, we were in that sad a shape.

The enthak, on the other hand, there were about as advanced as they come. They’d been shepherding planets like earth for millennia to provide serfs for the various endeavors of their masters, the filanav–the race that created an empire by building massive interstellar tubeways for faster than light travel between their holdings. For the enthak, the technology of the biodroids was kindergarten stuff, and they gladly shared it with humanity. It was less a gift than a bribe, something to mollify the masses, a bit of misdirection while humanity was turned into a virtual slave-race. 

But an immortal slave-race, for those who, like me, saw no real moral or ethical dilemma in taking the bribe. Life under the enthak wasn’t much different from life before they came along, only the taxes were a little higher, and the news channels carried marginally more celebrity interviews and fewer political exposés. But we’d been heading that way on our own, anyway, so no loss there.

Anyway... if I were the sort of person who writes letters to dead people, I think my first letter home after getting to the enthak deep-space ship Lkit would have gone something like this:

“Dear Mom and Dad,

“Hope you haven’t accidentally thawed since last we spoke.

“I’m doing well, except for the bit about being transplanted into a heetz. Bitch, that. Doesn’t help I’m stuck in the damned thing for at least fifteen years. The boat I’m on won’t be back in Earth’s vicinity for that long, and I’m told not to count on the few ports of call we’ll arrive at having facilities that can perform the operation, even if I had a human biodroid with me. The one I bought will be sitting in a warehouse in Houston collecting dust once the factory finishes it. Out of my reach. I’m gonna try not to think about it.

“You should see the ship your son has landed a job on. It’s the largest thing I’ve ever seen. It isn’t pretty, or in any way aesthetically pleasing, but at least it has raw size going for it. 

“It doesn’t look like a ship. It looks like someone took a palm tree, roots and all, and dipped it in tarnished bronze. It’s seven miles long, and two miles wide at each end where the roots and branches spread themselves out. But inside, it’s got everything you’d expect in a long-haul vessel. Labs, recreation facilities, its own marine detachment, and most importantly, actual artificial gravity.

“As for my job, it has nothing to do with geology. And I seriously doubt I’ll have much opportunity to practice my medical skills–there is only one other human aboard, and she is in a biodroid. Human biodroid, of course. But you’ll be pleased to hear I’m doing honest work. 

“I catch rats.

“When I say rats, I mean alien rodents, not real rats. There’re probably Terran rats somewhere aboard ship, but I haven’t come across them yet. I’ve seen a couple dozen different species of alien rodent, from golf-ball sized Peg Betan tyrpes and eight-legged saracalobetes, to crocodile-like meffi and furry Lugren micrilatoes.

“I got the job because real heetz are natural-born rat catchers, or so they tell me. They get down and dirty. Like cats. But I can’t allow myself to do that. Instead I’ve turned to the good old civilized standbys: Traps and poisons.

“I haven’t rolled on the floor or taken a drink from a toilette since that first day in the clinic. I’ve sworn to myself that if the Fates have determined I am to spend my next few years in this body, I will at least deny them the pleasure of seeing me behave like an animal. I was a born a human–I am still a human, despite my body–and I refuse to give up my dignity, no matter how hard my new instincts tug at me.

“I think you can understand where I’m coming from. It’s not really different in principle from that time the cable company raised the pay-per-view charge twice in the same month and Dad made us boycott TV for three days in protest. I only hope I can demonstrate that same strength of character.

“Anyway, time to go–my immediate supervisor, Nu Nu Ia, wants me to stop in to his office for a minute before my shift. I think he’s going to give me a raise, or at least a certificate of commendation.

“Love, Jack.

“P.S. Did you get the electric blankets I sent for Kwanza?”


      [image: image-placeholder]“You are not adequately performing your duties.” That from Nu Nu Ia the second I entered his office.

I was flabbergasted. “What do you mean? I’ve bagged a ton.”

He tentacles tapped his floating desk as his three giant oval eyes bore into me. “An average of two rodents a shift is hardly a ton, in any accepted measurement system. The other heetz averages ten.”

“Yeah, well, he’s a real heetz.”

“Even the three-hundred year old robot averages four, and it is missing a wheel and it can only see green light.”

“It’s a trooper.”

“Yes, it is. It actually hunts the rodents.”

“I hunt the rodents,” I protested.

“No, you set traps. And not particularly effective traps.”

“I’m using the best traps on the ship. How can you say they aren’t effective?”

“Would you like to see the surveillance recordings?”

“Recordings?”

“Observe.” Nu Nu Ia slid to the left and pressed a power stud on the floor with a tentacle. One wall of the office revealed itself to be a giant holoflat. After a flicker of digital static an image of a trap I had set under a cluster of water and steam pipes resolved into focus. It was a traditional trap. A piece of processed cheese sat on the trigger, calling out to any passing rat-equivalent. In the upper right of the screen a time stamp rolled the hours away in fast forward.

The fast forward slowed to normal speed as a slight shadow fell over the trap. A second later a meffi crawled towards the trap. In its mouth it was carrying something furry. A dead tyrpe.

The meffi drew up to the trap, and with what I swear was deliberate calm, tossed the tyrpe on to the trap with a flick of its head.

The trap slammed down on the tyrpe.

After the trap settled down, the meffi crawled on top of it and started eating the cheese, and the parts of the tyrpe that weren’t pinned under the bar.

Nu Nu Ia shut off the holoflat with the slap of a tentacle. “That is why we have heetz aboard. Because the rodents are too smart for traps.”

“That meffi got lucky.”

“No. Meffi are cunning. Most rodents are cunning. They must be hunted. Traps and tricks will not do.”

“So you’re saying you want me to hunt the rodents?”

“That is your job.”

“You want me to crawl around on the floor, sniff for piss and shit trails, and then kill the things with my bare hands and teeth?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think I am? Some kind of animal?”

“Of course.”

I couldn’t argue with that. 


      [image: image-placeholder]It took Nu Nu Ia two and a quarter hours to fully explain to me the heavy responsibilities of rat-catching and the importance of carrying my weight aboard ship. By the way he slid around and waved his tentacles at me accusingly he obviously took the whole thing seriously. Good for him. Annoying for me. 

I spent the time squirming, nodding when I thought it appropriate by keying off his tone but pretty much ignoring the exact words Ia had to say. I took the opportunity to get lost in my own thoughts, and to have a solid wallow in self-pity, of course. A couple of times I even thought about telling Ia that a growing part of me did want to track and hunt rodents the old-fashioned animal way, but I wasn’t about to give in to my new body’s instincts that easily. Not for the enthak, not for the Hershel-Sangrine Corporatti, and certainly not for Nu Nu Ia. I had to maintain the human part of me as long as I could, and if that meant being thought of as a dead-weight employee, so be it.

After the lecture, I was in no mood to work so instead of going on shift I went to the mess hall for a sandwich and a few dozen beers. As luck would have it, Marilyn was there, getting drunk. Marilyn and I had bonded, at first because we were the only Terrans aboard, and then because it turned out we were both borderline alcoholics. For very different reasons–she enjoyed it (and her biodroid let her be really good at it), I needed it.

“I think she wants you,” Marilyn said, pointing the bottom of a beer bottle over my shoulder.

I gagged on my pastrami and rye. “What?”

Across the mess hall a real heetz was sitting alone at a short table, sipping something from a bowl. It was a she, I knew that much. The skin on the top of her neck and back was thick with quills, indicating gender. She was a rat-catcher, too. The one with the exemplary performance record.  

“See the way she’s rolling on her heels?” Marilyn asked. “That’s a classic heetz come-hither-I’m-horny gesture.”

“I don’t think so.”

“‘Tis true. Read it in a book. You’re the one in the heetz body–haven’t you done any research?”

“Why bother? The body’s just a body. Inside I’m still human.”

“Now that’s not true, Jack. You’re more than human. The neural networks interfacing your nervous system with the biodroid include programming to emulate the instincts of the model. That’s hardwire, man.”

“Hardwired, maybe. But suppressed. I’m valiantly ignoring them.” Right. Despite the odd tingling in my inner thighs whenever I caught a glimpse of the way the female heetz swayed back and forth so enticingly. “Don’t need ‘em.”

“Didn’t say you need them. But you could use them.” Marilyn smiled, sipped her beer. “Bet you can do a lot of fun shit in that body.”

“Not interested.” I forced myself to stop glancing over at the female heetz every other breath. Time to concentrate on finishing my sandwich and drinking my beer, not the biodroid-inspired illicit thoughts I couldn’t stop my subconscious from entertaining, no matter how hard I tried. 

“You’re so pedestrian.”

“And proud of it.”

“Let me guess, you got your biodroid just to extend your life, right?”

“What other reason is there?”

“Life extension’s the least of the benefits, Jack. We get to live forever, as long as we don’t do something stupid like piloting a shuttle into a sun. Fine, great, but that’s only the first step. We can live that eternity in a single body, one that duplicates exactly the body we were born with, but what does that get us? Nothing, except more of the same.”

“Doesn’t sound bad to me. Evolution designed a pretty good body when it did humans. I could do worse than spend eternity as a human. And once this tour is over, wild horses won’t be able to stop me from getting in to the right biodroid.”

“Yeah, but why not take advantage of it now–you’re ahead of the game.”

“What game?”

“The game only us eternals can play. The one where we spend a few decades as a human, then move on. Into a new body, a new species. Haven’t you ever wondered what it would be like to run as a bull in Pamplona, or join a collective of Ierthian werewolves, or rut with a heetz, as a heetz?”

The last suggestion speared through my conscious efforts to not think about the female heetz across the way. I flashed on her and me having a nice little dinner of rats we’d caught ourselves, then retiring to a warm little corner somewhere... I stopped that thought in its tracks. I was human, damn it. That’s all I wanted to be. Damn the heetz body’s programmed instincts. Damn the female heetz for being so enticing to those instincts. And most of all, damn Marilyn for picking this line of conversation. Almost like she knew the kind of effect it was having on me and was enjoying goading me.

I refused to give her any satisfaction. “Can’t say I have,” I said, hiding any outward sign of the lie by biting into the sandwich.

“I have. The possibilities are endless. Couple centuries from now, they might even have enthak biodroids that are suitable for human nervous systems. Love to get inside one of those. Tentacles, man... tentacles.”

“This is all pretty big talk from someone in a human biodroid.”

She chuckled. “You know what, Jack? I own this body. Free and clear. The money I make on this job is going to buy me a second biodroid. Right now, I’m leaning towards dolphin. Might change my mind after the tour–maybe go for something a little exotic.”

“Or decide to stay with what you’ve got.”

“Doubt it. I imagine three decades of doing the indestructible human routine will be quite enough.”

“Still, the way you talk I’d have thought your first time out would have been a little more adventurous.”

“Jack,” she said, “you think I was born a woman?”


      [image: image-placeholder]As part of my job, I was given access to every cabin, every crawl space, every crevice on the ship, even those only a few of the highest-ranked officers had access to. That included the shuttle bay. Not many rats in the shuttle bay–it was vented to vacuum often enough for the smarter rats to avoid it, and to teach the dumber ones a final lesson or two. I spent hours in the shuttle bay, most of that time aboard one of the shuttles, where the ship’s surveillance system didn’t reach, napping in an empty storage locker and dreaming of frolicking on earth in a human body.

A few shifts after the conversation with Marilyn, I was still bothered by her suggestions about me getting together with the female heetz, mostly because of what I’d been feeling in the heetz’s presence–feelings of odd, disgusting, alien lust my subconscious kept popping into my mind at the behest of the biodroid programming. Wanting to hunt rats like a heetz was one thing, something I wanted to avoid but could probably live with if I accidentally gave in, but doing it with an alien pet, how could I live with that? 

A lot of my shuttle bay time was now devoted to trying to figure out a way to shut the programmed instincts off. Wasn’t having much luck. The biodroid didn’t have an off switch for them. Not one that I could find, and I’d spent hours combing every inch of my body. Okay, I was actually just grooming myself, but I kept an eye out while I did.

I needed to find an off-switch because I wasn’t extremely confident about being able to avoid the instincts with willpower alone. I’ve never been a strong-willed man. Few men in my family have been. My strongest memory of childhood is of my Dad’s futile pay-per-view boycott, and him caving in after three days of sitting in the massage chair watching free TV. Writhing, nervous, chain-smoking as he surfed, all the good channels–the shows he actually paid attention to–blacked out for lack of a credit chip in the set-top box. Huge black gaps between fifty year old sitcoms and colorized reruns of morning game shows. On that third day, in the middle of the afternoon after he’d been surfing for nine hours, flipping continuously every half-second, he went a little nuts. Never saw him move that fast before or since. The way he ravaged Mom’s purse looking for a credit chip gave me bad dreams for months to follow. 

I didn’t want to end up like that, throwing my dignity to the wind, but the longer I spent in the biodroid, the less chance I saw of avoiding the day I would. The instincts were just so strong.

To escape such cheery thoughts crowding my mind, I let myself drift off to sleep, curled up in a shuttle storage locker, the white-noise hum of the air-conditioning unit reassuringly purring at me, like a heetz mother singing to her children. I was dead-to-the-world in seconds.

A much too short time later, I was awakened when the locker ceiling started slamming in to my head. Shuttles don’t have their own gravity, and they never shut the gravity off in the big ship, so I had to assume I was being thrown around the locker because the shuttle was under flight.

It’s amazing how little attention people pay to their pets. They’re always underfoot and after a while become part of the furniture, as long as they don’t make a lot of noise. So when I let myself out of the locker and made my way down the aisle to an empty passenger seat, not one of the dozen enthak passengers gave me a second glance.

While I was squirming in the seat to get comfortable, the roof of the shuttle went transparent. An unfamiliar planet hung over us, a gas giant. All reds and yellows. Behind us and out of sight was home-sweet-home, the Lkit. Ahead of us, what we were heading towards, was a ship of a very different caliber.

The Lkit was big and ugly. Functional. I’d expected any other serious deep space vessel would follow the same design criteria. But that assumption--like ninety-percent of the ones I make–turned out to be very wrong.

According to the readout on the back of the seat in front of me, which was displaying a ton of the kind of trivia geeks and military buffs get boners about, she was a filinav ship called the Fafofan’s Delight. Only a mile at its widest–physically dwarfed by the Lkit yet it looked ten-times larger. Impressive down to my artificial marrow. Awe, they call that. Why it inspired such feelings was the way it changed shape, every so subtly, as we got closer.

When I first began watching it, the filanav ship was shaped like a slightly elongated football. One end glowed ultraviolet--my heetz eyes seeing the glow where my old human eyes would have seen only the yellow-grayish skin of the ship. From the other end came a column of blue-white light, bright enough that the blind could see it, like a welding flame drawn out hundreds of kilometers. The column didn’t remain intact. At its terminus, it spread, diffused, became almost a black light, took on the characteristics that marked it for what it was, the ethereal walls of a hyperluminal tube.

As we thrust closer, the column of light snapped off, leaving an afterimage playing in my vision. No longer busy at its task of constructing the hyperluminal tubeway, the ship didn’t need to have that particular football shape. Now it needed to accommodate the docking of our shuttle and a different shape was called for. Form follows function, as they say.

Fafofan’s Delight began to contract into a more spherical shape. As it did, a bump formed on the surface of the ship. The bump moved, sliding up the sphere until it was directly in front of us. Then the bump became a stalk, reaching out for us, a hollow indent appearing in its end. A shuttle-shaped hollow.

The enthaks in the cabin with me took the whole thing in stride, shutting down lapdecks and checking their uniforms for lint. Doubt they felt the uneasiness I did as the stalk swallowed the shuttle and turned itself inside out.

I got the vague impression of being a piece of food being gently eased down a throat. The ceiling was dark, covered by the material of the stalk as it pushed us along.

Then the sense of movement ended with a slight bump I could feel through the floor of the shuttle. When the stalk withdrew, I saw through the ceiling that the shuttle was now in a large gray-walled room with a domed ceiling. Hangar bay, built to order.

The hatch behind me cycled open. One at a time, the enthaks stretched out to their “standing” shapes and started disembarking. And wouldn’t you know, Nu Nu Ia was on board. Wish I had spotted him earlier–I could have high-tailed it back in to the closet instead of sitting around in the open just asking to be caught.

“You,” Nu Nu Ia said, finally noticing my presence as he went past. “What are you doing here?”

“Chasing rats,” I said, instantly regretting it. “Sir,” I added quickly. I wagged my tail in an effort to appear innocent.

Nu Nu Ia looked at me, then the hatch, then me again. “We will discuss this later. For now, stay quiet, and keep close to me.”

He spun around and ducked out the hatch. I stood stunned for a second, then followed. Outside the shuttle, the enthaks had formed up into a single-file line and were moving across the hangar, the way their tentacle clusters were fluctuating making them look like they were floating, like nuns on parade. I joined the line, at the end, half-hopping to keep up.

The hangar bay was a few hundred meters wide. At the far end opposite the shuttle the floor was water. The water was tinged slightly green, and smelled like mosquitoes would find a happy home around it. Our little procession stopped about thirty feet from the edge and arranged itself in order of rank into a receiving line, Admiral Yiu Yi Oth on one end, Nu Nu Ia and me at the other. 

I was about to scratch myself when the lights dimmed. Nu Nu Ia waived a warning tentacle at me, then pointed at the water.

A dark shape moved through the water. A large head, covered in dark fur, with two oval, dead black eyes on either side of a nasty looking beak, broke the surface and glanced around. Then the rest of the body followed  as it worked itself out of the water, using powerful flippers to pull itself up and over the pool’s edge. It moved with some amount of grace, surprising, since it had to mass a half-ton or more. 

It was the first time I’d seen a filanav in the flesh. It reminded me of a walrus mated with a bull elephant, with a little ostrich thrown in for good measure. Besides its bulk, the only thing that to my mind marked it as alien was its tail, which was long, and at the tip it looked like the fin had evolved joints, effectively becoming a three-digit hand.

The filanav shook itself dry. Some of the water splashed at my feet. The floor swallowed the droplets. 

Filanav and enthak stood silent for a moment, then at a slight nod from the filanav, Admiral Yiu Yi Oth stepped forward. He pulled a datacard from a vest pocket and presented it to the filanav with a deep bow. The filanav took the card in its tail hand and held it close to its right eye. Laser light from an implant below its eye scanned the card.

“I suppose you want my blessing on this?” the filanav croaked, my real-time internal translator kicking in automatically. 

“Our journey will expand the reach of the Great Filanav Empire.” Admiral Yui Yu Oth beamed with pride and self-infatuation, his facial tentacles quivering.

“It will expand your own petty concerns.”

“For the glory of the Empire. Always for that.”

“Ah, yes,” the filanav said, turning towards us. He looked past, then away. “Amazing that you are willing to risk life and limb to explore new worlds, as long as someone else pays the bill.”

“I see this as a partnership.”

“A partnership? How easily your species believes in its own importance. We build the hyperluminal tubes. We send the real deep space ships out. We make first contact. You simply do the dirty work–the domestication. Never forget that.”

“I could sooner forget my children’s names,” the Admiral said, with no trace of sarcasm in his voice. 

“We have given you advantages, major advantages.” The filanav put all of its massive weight onto one fore flipper. “There are species that would strip their homeworlds of atmosphere to be in the position we have placed the enthak.” 

Admiral Yiu Yi Oth bent even deeper into the proper position of respect. “We realize that, Sir.”

“Do you?” The filanav brought his beak to bear, inches from the Admiral. Got to give the Admiral credit–he didn’t bat an eye flap, despite the smell. From where I was standing, peeking out from behind Nu Nu Ia’s tentacle stalk, the filanav’s breath made an impression, a smell like sulfur and the fake butter they drown movie theater popcorn in. It couldn’t have been pleasant to be beak to nose with the thing.

“Yes, yes we do,” Admiral Yi said.

The filanav huffed. “I doubt that, I doubt that. We should be enjoying the fruits of our technology, swimming in the warmest and most beautiful oceans of the worlds of our empire, bearing many happy children, but instead, we find ourselves entrapped in a bureaucracy, slaving at the minutiae of administration, of keeping the tunnels open, of fending off pirates and lesser species with expansionist ideas. And all the while, you flit from world to world ignorant of the resources that allow your flight. I ask you, is that fair?”

“Not from that perspective, no.”

“Then it is a good thing we receive pleasure from merely providing you with opportunities–that our emotional well-being does not depend on seeing our wards achieve results.”

The Admiral made to protest, “Sir...”

The filanav’s long tail whipped around with the speed of a whip. The long fingers on the tip of the tail were open, and they struck the Admiral’s neck and head like a cat-of-nine-tails. The Admiral reeled, but didn’t fall. His tentacles were spread out enough to let him maintain his balance.

The filanav didn’t wait for the Admiral to recover his composure. “What do you bring to us in exchange for our magnanimousness? More worlds to hold sway over, more beings to administrate, to be responsible for. Where is the true glory, the truly valuable?”

“Give this journey a chance, and we may please you yet.”

For a moment the filanav looked like it was going to hit the Admiral again. Instead, it lumbered to the edge of the pool.

“I doubt that, I doubt that.”

It dove into the water, and was soon lost from sight in the depths.


      [image: image-placeholder]The ride back to the Lkit was pure torture, in the literal, psychological sense of the concept.

I sensed a certain tension in the air as we boarded, more smelled it than anything else. enthak emote via fragrance sometimes. Not a bad smell altogether, sort of like cherries in butter, but it worried me. A sense of foreboding settled over me as I waited for everyone to take their seats. Instead of taking a seat myself, I headed for the storage locker, hoping to spend the trip nicely isolated inside it, but Nu Nu Ia slapped a tentacle across the door when I tried to open it, preventing me from reaching safe haven.

“A word with you,” Nu Nu Ia said, tilting his head at a nearby chair. “About your service record.”

“I thought we had that all settled,” I said, hoping to avoid what I suspected was coming. Instead of opening lapdecks or chatting with each other, every enthak in the cabin was looking sternly, silently, in my direction.

“So had I,” Nu Nu Ia said, guiding me towards the seat. Shoving me. “Until I found you aboard this shuttle, instead of doing your job.”

A wave of muttered disapprovals swept through the officers. I was about to say something when Admiral Yiu Yu Oth himself spoke up. “This is the one you mentioned at the staff briefing yesterday, Ia? The rat-catcher that doesn’t catch rats?”

“The same.”

The shuttle was gently being lifted toward the hangar ceiling. Admiral Yiu Yu Oth shuffled his tentacles, looked around the cabin at the other officers. Those that met his gaze seemed to know what he was thinking. “Now would be an opportune time for an impromptu service review, then, wouldn’t it?”

Nu Nu Ia remained standing behind me, keeping a tentacle on my shoulder. “Yes, yes it would, Admiral.”

The Admiral looked in my direction. “Good. I will begin by  explaining to you, rat-catcher, exactly what level of performance I expect from all members of my crew–and what is done to those who do not meet my expectations.”

The way Nu Nu Ia had shoved me into the seat, forcing me to sit on my own tail. Hurt like hell, all bent the wrong way. I tried shifting it out from under me, but Nu Nu Ia pushed down hard on my shoulder to keep me sitting exactly like I was.

At least it wouldn’t last long, I thought. Ten minutes, at most, and we’d be docked back on the Lkit. I could take the pain, and the coming verbal abuse, for ten minutes. No problem. 

“Nu, please inform the shuttle pilot AI to postpone landing and circle the Lkit until we are through here.” The Admiral slowly rubbed the side of his head where the filanav had shown him who was boss. “And have another shuttle standing by to refuel us. This could take some time.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The ten minutes lasted seven grueling hours. Grueling for me–the enthaks had a good old time. They were all happy and genial with each other when we finally docked and disembarked, making small talk about the upcoming mission, enthusiastic again, the whole bit about the Admiral being slapped around forgotten, or at the least, suppressed. 

Me, I left the shuttle bay in pain. 

A great deal of the pain was mental, from the almost clinical way my work record had been examined, critiqued, insulted, denigrated, you name it, to the point where it became obvious that regardless of the facts, they were determined to make me out as the absolute worst rat-catcher ever to serve on any enthak ship-of-the-line.  

But that’s not to say some of the pain wasn’t physical, mind you. I had a good number of welts on my chest and thighs where the officers, in a merry round-robin session allegedly intended to inspire loyalty and obedience, had taken jabbing pokes at me. And my tail wouldn’t unbend right after all that sitting on it. I’d have to track down a ship’s mechanic to have it looked at. 

No time for that then, though, since to reinforce the lessons, I was being forced to work the next three shifts straight, with no break. For my own well-being, the Admiral said. Give me a chance to prove myself.

The whole thing had left me disenchanted. And angry. Prowling the vents and ducts of the ship, limping a little thanks to the bend in my tail, I couldn’t help but let my anger at the enthak boil into a good seething rage. They had a lot of nerve treating me like that just to compensate for their own feelings of inadequacy and shame. The bastards. How dare they! Didn’t they know I was dealing with my own problems?

My seethe was interrupted by the patter of rat feet. There it was, crawling low along the metal-grating floor, a meffi. And damned if it didn’t have a tyrpe in its mouth. Up ahead, just around a bend of tubing, was one of my traps. Obviously, the meffi had plans for the tyrpe.

I reached for the dart gun holster under my lower left arm. Its darts were filled with a real nasty nerve poison, guaranteed to make anything it struck dance in pain for a while before it killed them. The safety strap clicked when I undid it.

The meffi heard me. It stopped, stared at me for a few seconds, and then continued towards the trap. Contempt, that’s what I saw in its little beady eyes. I was no more a threat to it than the dead tyrpe it carried in its mouth.

That, more than everything, pissed me off. Big time. 

Everything snapped into clarity right then. It was the moment I had dreaded, worried over for months, ever since I’d found myself in a heetz in the hospital, and now that it was here, I wondered why I’d been dreading it so much. I knew how Dad must have felt scrambling for the pay-per-view box, credit chip in hand. A sublime sense of relief settled over me. It felt right, and it wasn’t just the biodroid talking.

It was time to take Marilyn’s advice and use my biodroid for all it was worth, and to hell with my misplaced sense of self-dignity. Like she’d said, I’d have eternity to find it again–if I even needed it. The ethnak certainly did fine without their own dignity.

I dropped the gun, and leapt. Landing easily on all sixes. The meffi must have realized the rules had changed. It shrieked, dropping the tyrpe, and darted up the crawl space. The smell of its trail flared in my nostrils like a beacon. I let the wall between my conscious mind and the biodroid’s subsystems crumble. I tore after the meffi, the trail singing to me.

The meffi was fast, but I was just as fast. And it made the mistake of running down a vent that dead-ended in a grate.

Dinner time.


      [image: image-placeholder]I trotted up to the mess hall, feeling good about catching the meffi, and only a little guilty about giving in to the biodroid instincts. That guilt would fade. There’d be plenty of time to see to that.

Marilyn was there, of course, drinking. And so, as I had  hoped, was the female heetz. 

Marilyn would help me get drunk enough to do what I knew had to be done next. The heetz, she was what had to be done next. 

I caught the heetz’s eye. Rolled back on my heels. She did the same and my inner thighs tingled.

I’m pretty certain Dad wouldn’t be proud, but I think he’d understand.
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