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  Russ Crossley is a multi-genre author of paranormal romance, under his pen name, R.G, Hart, science fiction and mystery.




  His short fiction has appeared in anthologies from Pocket Books and St Martins Press. His two romance novels, Bachelorette Zombie Edition and Antique Virgin were both published by Sapphire Blue Publishing.




  For a complete listing of his work check him out on the web at http://www.rghart.com
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  Praise for RG Hart's "My Partner the Zombie" in the zombie romance anthology, Hungry For Your Love from St Martins Press:




   





  "Filled with stories from the hilarious to the horrific...there is something here to tug at the hearts (and brains) of any zombie lover. Highly recommended for anyone's collection."




  – Monsterlibrarian.com"




   





  "Unrequited love is hard to accept, but Aloha Armstrong knows that she has only herself to blame.




   





  "Being a Zombie is not an easy existence, but Matt Butcher is resigned to making it the best it can be.




   





  Following up on a story of attempted murder puts Matt and Aloha in the path of a madman. They must ferret out the truth before more people are infected with the virus. Aloha wants the man caught, but she is devastated that she could very well lose Matt in the process.




   





  There is a great dynamic between Matt and Aloha, and it really makes for some fun reading." http://coffeetimeromance.com/BookReviews/hungryforyourlove.html




  – Coffee Time Romance – (4 cups)"




   





  "A wonderfully twisted undertaking (pun intended), Hungry for Your Love is a many-faceted feast of love, loss, sex, heartbreak, rotting flesh, and romance from beyond the grave."




  – Christopher Golden, bestselling author and editor of The New Dead"




   





  "Filled with stories from the hilarious to the horrific...there is something here to tug at the hearts (and brains) of any zombie lover. Highly recommended for anyone's collection."




  – Monsterlibrarian.com"
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  Author’s Note:




  Why write a book about fast food?




   





  As we all know fast food is in the news a lot these days. While there is no conclusive evidence, there appears to be an addictive nature to certain foods. I'm sure it's not something the companies put in their products, it's just that fat and sugar are in themselves very alluring.




   





  I would hate to think overweight people think I'm making fun of them (since I'm one of them). This book is satire about the addictive nature in all of us and is meant to be funny, but biting at the same time, and not meant as an insult to anyone.




   





  I came up with the idea at a workshop taught by my friends Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Katherine Rusch, and they both loved the idea. I eventually wrote the book and shopped it around for quite a few years before I found Cindie Geddes and Lucky Bat Books.




   





  It wasn't that the other publishers didn't like the book it's that humor is a tough sell, especially something like this that is satire and is very different. Large publishers don't like to take chances on something different, which I fully understand. I am puzzled that science fiction imprints don't generally publish humor. What about the Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy and films like Galaxy Quest? These are very popular works in fandom. Puzzling, very puzzling.




   





  I believe, and so do Cindie and my wife, Rita, and others that something different should get its day in the sun. Now that publishing has changed you are finally able to see this book and others like it.




   





  I hope you enjoy the book as much as I enjoyed writing it. I'd love to hear from you, so feel free to drop my website and say hi.




   





  I plan to write a sequel so any feedback would certainly be appreciated.




   





   





   





   





  Attack of the Lushites




  By Russ Crossley




   





  One




   





  Armies do not live by bread alone. They need meat and cheese too.




  —General Wilted Lettuce




   





  "You've got mail!"




  Jal opened one eye to stare at the mail chute above the desk. Impossible.




  The post office was disbanded shortly after the Council Responsible for the Active Preservation of Planetary Yap assumed control of the galactic mail service in 2525.




  After 175 years of consultations and meetings, CRAPPY banned all postal services, because the council it decided there was far too much useless yammer going on. And, they reasoned, quite correctly as far as Jal was concerned, it was better to have junk food than junk mail.




  Besides, with fast food outlets on every street corner, in every city, on every planet in the galaxy, who needed mailed advertising?




  It was far better to get your advertising from the vids anyway. The olfactory screens these days made the sights and smells as real as if you were there. Hunger tweaked at his stomach.




  With a grunt of indignation, Jalapeno Popover—Jal to his friends—jerked awake. A move that caused the spandex-coated ergonomic office chair he sat in, made to fit his specific shape (as required by the Galactic Every-Sized-Worker Board of Inquiry ruling, circa 2558, as amended in 2718), to nearly fall backward, and nearly take him with it.




  His sweaty fingers managed to grip the edge of smooth surface of the vinyl table and he managed to hold on, barely.




  "Mail!"




  Again? Maybe this was for real? Genuine fear seized his massive stomach in a cold cheese vice. The tinny voice had definitely said the word mail. The terrifying word barely registered in his sleep-edged consciousness.




  Good thing it wasn't a real cold cheese vice of course, that would be just too cruel and not something to do to a fine food group like cheese. Everyone who was anyone knew cheese was a dish best served warm.




  His stomach tossed and turned in a sea of its own juices as he pulled himself toward the counter. The pain was unbelievable.




  He'd not felt anything as painful as this in the pit of his stomach since that one time, at the age of eight, when he'd missed a meal.




  He often thanked the Gods of Perfectly Deep Fried Foods that he'd never missed a meal since that day of horror. After all a day without six squares was like…he lost his train of thought as his food deprived mind wandered.




  Finally, his brain snapped into gear. Mail? It couldn't be… there hasn't been mail since...




  The last piece of mail delivered to this room was way back in 2692. Long before he got the job.




  His body jerked wildly, rolls of fat cascaded as if his body had been struck by a tsunami. Horror!. He realized food deprivation had descended upon him like a cloud of spent cooking grease.




  No, he urged himself. I must think rationally. Stay calm, Jal…




  He decided it must be raw terror that was twisting his guts and making them leap and dance about. It was as if he'd become one of those handsomely obese Lord of the Dance guys engaged in one of their beautiful dance shows. Either that or he was suffering the worst case of indigestion ever. No, he'd never suffered from that dreaded affliction. Not like some poor unfortunates he knew…that was until now.




  Oh no, I've become the oldest, coldest ice pop at the back of the freezer compartment of my apartment-sized walk in freezer.




  His hearing strained. The sound of something sliding on aluminum came from somewhere over his head. He trembled. Where was the noise coming from?




  Crap! There it was again!




  The cleaner droids must have missed something—that had to be it. The increasingly loud scrapping shushing sound echoed in the quiet of the mailroom.




  Oh, Oh!




  He peered hard at the ancient mail chute suspended over the desk. The metallic echo of something sliding along the aluminum came from the mouth of the mail chute. That noise could only be made by a real paper envelope. The horrible sound cut the pure sweet silence of the mailroom, like a knife on a steel chopping block.




  In the five years since being appointed company mail clerk, at the Heavenly Sky Burger Corporation, Jal had never heard that sound. In fact, no one had heard any sounds at all coming from that mail chute in over 600 years.




  When Mr. Pug discovered him working at the Mars HSB outlet he assured him the mailroom job entailed no work at all, and very good pay. Mr. Pug said his pay would set him up for six squares a day for the rest of his life.




  For the most part, Mr. Pug had been true to his word. A few statistics every now and then (zero was still zero) was about al that was needed. For the most part he had plenty of time to catch up on his after-breakfast, after-lunch, and after-dinner naps.




  Sleeping at work was important, if he was going to keep up with his hobby. The late, late vids.




  His favorites were the old sci-fi and horror pics from the twenty-third century. He loved them. Romance vids were boring. He often skipped those and went to bed early. Comedies were cool. He loved comedies. The 5 million channel universe had arrived, and most of the time something was actually on. Most of the time.




  Now suddenly things had changed and not for the better. Change was always supposed to be better. At least that was what Mr. Giggley, his lifestyle professor at Hamburger U had said.




  Damn that Pug. He said no work ever. And frequent raises.




  Now here it came.




  His inevitable doom.




  The mailroom job, like all good things, was about to come to an end. Like the triple-cheese taco, the job had become a limited-time offer.




  The ergonomic chair he sat on squealed in protest, as it moved against the black and white linoleum tiles that covered the floor. I really should have that thing fixed. He shrugged. Someday. Just not today.




  He shifted his weight and leaned forward to peer intently at the maw of the aluminum chute. He ignored the trickles of salty sweat that ran down his wide forehead.




  His belly jiggled in time to his movements. The one-piece stretcher-suit he wore adjusted to the sudden shift in body weight, so at least the chair didn't threaten to fall over again.




  He stood and peered intently at the slot when whatever it was seemed to gain momentum. The scrapping sound was louder now and getting louder. His gaze was fixed on the exit of the chute. His gray eye slits were narrowed by supreme concentration. He could hear it. Closer and closer it came.




  It was why he'd been so indebted to Peter Pug when he gave him the job.




  He was so glad to be off the front lines when the Franchise Wars escalated. Deep-fried-pizza-with-jalapeno-dipping-sauce, indeed. An insult to his good name.




  Suddenly, a white number-ten envelope slid from the slot and landed face down on the desk in front of him with a soft thump. It was more of a slap actually.




  His nose twitched as the accumulated dust that poured from the chute with the envelope invaded his nostrils.




  He nearly jumped out of his seat when the mechanical voice said again, in its musical, bubbly and enthusiastic voice, "You've Got Mail."




  That thing was annoying as hell.




  Jal stared at the envelope, uncertain if he should touch it. His fingers trembled as his hand hung over it as if the envelope were on fire. The return address was written so small he couldn't make it out clearly, but the symbol over the writing was unmistakable. The envelope was from the dreaded Galaxy Pizza Corporation. The evil empire! They were under attack and he would be the first casualty.




  Fear tightened in the pit of his massive stomach. made him unable to touch it. As usual he managed to maintain his balance. He was good at keeping his balance. He sat down heavily in his chair, but the servos in the chair howled in protest.




  Finally, his fat settled about his waist like a pond on a still summer evening.




  Jal gathered his courage and finally reached for the ivory white envelope. His chubby digits hovered over what had to be bad news. Finally, he willed his fingers to close around the envelope. It might be a trap—a death trap.




  The government sponsored war advertising advised that the Galaxy Pizza Company was not above sending booby-trapped envelopes. Not that anyone used mail anymore, until today, which of course made it all the more suspicious. GPC had never done such a thing. But then you never knew what those evil pizza companies were capable of.




  With the endless propaganda out there, all Jal really knew for sure was that Zippy Piner and her pizza minions were nefarious, immoral, and the embodiment of pure evil.




  Pizza itself was after all plain evil. Cheese, pepperoni, onions, olives, and green peppers baked on a crust, floating on a sea of tomato sauce...




  Yup, evil was certainly the word for that dreadful combination. It was foul smelling, and downright sacrilegious to eat that slop. For the life of him, he couldn't imagine a reason to ruin perfectly good cheese and meat by combining them with vegetables and covering everything with some tomato-based sauce. Ketchup was plenty of vegetable for anyone.




  Burgers and fries: now there were the only two food groups worth eating. Everyone who knew anything about fast food knew that simple fact. At least everyone who wanted to stay employed by the second-largest-fast-food-company-in-the-galaxy—soon destined to be number one. If what Peter Pug told him recently at the food emporium was to be believed.




  He'd been shopping at the Snack Food Emporium last night, for those last minute dehydrated snacks, when he'd almost knocked over his boss with his hover chair. He'd missed Peter's chair, but unfortunately he knocked Peter's hover grocery cart over. His boss' heap of salty and sweet snacks had slammed across the store's tiled floor like a wave of goodness. He rolled his eyes at the memory. Good thing Peter likes me…and a good thing his snacks packages didn't open.




  He made a mental note to give a larger donation to the Easy-to-Open-With-One-Hand-Society. EOWOHS had saved his skin with their research into better easier-to-use packaging. The seals were designed to hold until the user wanted to eat the snacks. True the packaging was opened very shortly after purchase, but this time the seals had held.




  Jal wiped his sweaty palms down the sides of his gold lamé stretcher-suit. The suit's fabric immediately absorbed the moisture. The suit was designed to absorb water, which of course meant he never washed it. Once the water was absorbed it was processed into a gas. After processing, excess gas was expelled through a flap at the rear of the suit.




  Each night the suit self-washed and deodorized itself while he slept. At bedtime he wore his one hundred percent cotton jammies—the ones with the planet and stars design, of course. The planet and stars reminded him of the ever-expanding family-owned and operated burger business that would soon spread into the outer reaches of the galaxy.




  Sometimes he wondered if the suit's cleaning process had any adverse effects on him, but dismissed the idea. Corporations helped people. They didn't intentionally hurt people.




  Self-cleaning fabrics were all the rage. An invention for which Jal would be forever grateful.




  You didn't have to waste time cleaning up drips. Self-cleaning fabrics saved time for eating. And eating after all was what life was all about.




  Like his mother always said, "Large boys are healthy boys."




  In his world the fattest won, and he was determined to someday win the company crown at the Annual 4th of July picnic and weigh-in.




  He was determined to be the fattest man in the burger business.




  Right now, though he had a job to do.




  If the war went against them he was glad he wasn't the one who'd have to answer to the stockholders. Nope, Peter and his mother were on the hook for that one. He was just the nitwit mailroom guy. Loyalty only went so far.




  Jal reached across the dark plasti-steel desk to grip the ivory-colored envelope between the sweaty digits of his meaty right hand.




  He used every ounce of willpower to ignore the urge to eat. He had to open the envelope first, then he'd have time to eat.




  Jal stared at the name printed in dark capital letters on the envelope and felt a sudden, sharp surge of renewed fear run through him. For the first time in his life all thoughts of food actually disappeared from his thoughts.




  "Oh. My. Salty fries. And. Grease spots…!" he breathed in the dead-letter-office air.




  He would know that stylized logo of Saturn—purple with the green rings circling—anywhere. Not that he'd ever admit that to Peter. It wasn't a good idea to talk about enemy symbols during a time of war. Loose slogans were no-goes in the world of word-of-mouth advertising.




  Jal knew he wasn't about to open this envelop now. Instead, he needed to deliver the envelope to his higher power as soon as possible. If he wanted to keep his job then that higher power was Peter Pug.




  If he failed to deliver the envelope as fast as an order of burger and fries with a side of onion rings and an extra, EXTRA large soda, Peter would deliver him personally to the special sauce station at the Mars HSB outlet. That was here he'd found Jal and that was where he'd dump him if he messed up.




  Jal shuddered at the memory of the Mars outlet.




  The franchisee, Mr. Fridass, who doubled as the swing shift manager, was a tyrant beyond description. A loutish underweight man—only 400 soaking wet—with a large overhanging forehead, and eyebrows that formed a thin dark line over his turquoise, bloodshot eye. In other words he was a typical test tube-bred Martian. After Mars was colonized in 2203, the settlers discovered the Martian's DNA buried deep under the north polar ice. The race had died due to starvation as the planet died over 10 million years ago.




  Scientists had made advances in DNA research and had perfected many cloning techniques, however, the ethics of the process was still in question when the Martians were discovered. After considerable debate the answer became obvious. The Martian's were an untapped customer base right in Dirt's own backyard, and Dirtlings had the obligation to recreate the race. Which of course was done. Someone told him Dirt was called Earth once. Ridiculous. The planet was made up of Dirt so it only made sense to call it what it was. They also told him the Dirt had oceans too.




  Unfortunately, the Martians turned out to be an unpleasant race in a perpetual bad mood. After the great Martian rebirth, cloning was once again banned. Good thing too. Jal could only imagine how the Europeans would have turned out.




  Fridass may have not been the largest man in the galaxy, but he was certainly the loudest and the grumpiest. Like all Martians he had the bad habit of talking in an ear-piercing scream that scared his employees half to death.




  Fortunately, most of his employees were Sciers, from the Beta Zebra system. Their lack of ears made them immune to Fridass' screams. Jal, being human, had not been so fortunate.




  As a byproduct of a failed marriage experiment between a Mars colonist and a Dirt woman, his hearing was unfortunately perfect.




  Jal picked up the envelope then reached for the communication node affixed to his belt by a magnetic strip. He lifted the device to his puffy lips.




  "Central."




  "Yeah," came the immediate reply over the node's small speaker. The two-by-three inch video screen on the device lit up to reveal a pimple-faced com clerk.




  The man's full red cheeks displayed his annoyance at having being interrupted. Pale, peach-colored lines of special sauce ran down his chins, like rivers of goodness, only to be lost in the folds of his massive neck. He was a handsome specimen of manhood, that much was certain. Not that Jal didn't like girls. He was a meat, bun, and fry guy all the way.




  "Sorry to bother you, sir, but I need to know the location of Mr. Peter Pug—"




  The clerk sneered. "Wouldn't we all." He started to reach for something off-screen, which Jal knew to be the button that would cut the link. Jal had to be more assertive. Something he'd been practicing on his pet sloth, Herman.




  "I'm a friend of Mr. Pug's," he said. "If you don't connect me I'll tell him…" Jal paused to glance at the operator number at the bottom of the screen. "…Operator 1457/Alpha 45 cut me off."




  "I have some important information for Mr. Pug. And I'm certain he will be none too pleased if he doesn't receive this information as soon as possible."




  Jal shook his head in mock pity. "I'd hate to see you lose your job, so I'd suggest you find him and connect me immediately."




  The clerk paused; a deep frown now creased his massive forehead. His dark, beady eyes glared at Jal. His puffy cheeks reddened even more.




  "Okay." The operator's image disappeared to be replaced by a popular Heavenly Sky Burger commercial.




  Jal felt his mouth moisten as he watched the screen.




  There, in all its glory, was the new six-layer cheeser. The one from the new improved product line. The one with the reconstituted special sauce. If the meat was as succulent as it appeared in the commercial, he'd have to have one soon. The golden ribbons of oil slick like grease dribbled down the sides of the six layers. The drips formed rivulets of melted cheese that looked to him like strings of orange beads. His eyes glistened with lust. The olfactory vents, built into the side nodes of the screen, filled the sterile air of the mailroom with the smell of pure delight.




  Jal felt his stomach rumble. Not with the fear from before, but with an unsettling burst of unrequited lust.




  A gruff voice interrupted his slathering adoration. The screen changed to reveal the pink-faced image of Peter Pug, Vice President of Marketing, Franchise Development, and Washroom Cleanliness, for the Heavenly Sky Burger Corporation (a division of Pug Enterprises).




  He looked very unhappy. Jal realized his call must've interrupted Peter during one of his many meals. Then again, when Peter Pug wasn't eating he was thinking of his next meal. That's what Vice Presidents were supposed to do. Peter was such a handsome man. His bloated cheeks, like twin pillows, and chins that were the envy of all who met them.




  It was like Peter's mother, Trixie Pug, often said during her annual galactic-wide shareholders and advertisers video address; "Vice Presidents are grown in genetic cattle farms not in boardrooms. They must always be close to the product. Be the burger or be unemployed."




  Not even her only son was exempt from her strict code of eat or be eaten. Peter couldn't help himself, but he sometimes tired of her trite sayings. They were just so boring after he'd heard them over a thousand times.




  Peter's pig-like eyes narrowed as he gazed at him from the screen. It was almost as if he could see right through Jal. "What?" said Peter his irritation evident in his squeaky voice.




  "Huh…sorry to interrupt you, sir but there's been a letter delivered, sir…"




  Peter snorted in disgust. "So what? We get hundreds, if not thousands of e-notes every day from every corner of the galaxy."




  "No, sir!" Jal's eyes dropped to the floor and he lowered his voice. He cursed himself silently. He hated being mocked. That's why he enjoyed the solitude of the mailroom so much. No mail and no people around made him the happiest person in the universe. Instinctively, he knew it wasn't a good idea to annoy the boss.




  "I mean it's an actual paper envelope, sir…a real letter."




  A look of horror crossed Peter's face, his puffy cheeks blanched. "Paper envelope…" he murmured softly from between bloated lips. A thin trail of saliva escaped the left side of his mouth. The drool ran in a silvery trail down his chins. His eyes were wider than Jal had ever seen them.




  Finally Peter said, "Who is it addressed to?"




  "Your mother," said Jal. His stomach was tight with fear and his mouth was dry, as if he hadn't drunk a refreshing soda in at least an hour. Which he hadn't, so a dry mouth wasn't really very surprising.




  "Calorie-reduced, skinny, bug-crap eating─" Peter stopped and a light glinted in his eyes. Jal could see the wheels of the food conveyor turning in his boss' head. It must be churning out mile after mile of burgers and fries to a hungry galaxy.




  "Get over here now," said Peter. The screen on the vid phone went dark. He'd cut the connection. Jal had to get to his boss' office fast. Well, at least as fast as he could travel. Which wasn't very fast. The sooner he disposed of the envelope the better.




  Jal stood with effort on his thick legs, as if they were stumps of the once great forests of Dirt. At this moment however, they felt more as if they were made of half set gelatin. He wobbled badly. Weakness from lack of food and nerves was taking its toll on his fragile constitution.




  He picked up the envelope, secreted it in the hidden pocket of his suit, then lumbered toward the lift that would take him to the street.




  He'd need to get a hover cab as quickly as he could to take him to Peter's office, two blocks away. Any delay would result in him knee deep in fryer grease back on Mars by morning.




  He waddled to the lift, huffing and puffing, sweat dripping off his chins. The steel reinforced box-shaped walls of the lift were from a time 200 years ago. Back in those dark times, the lift was designed to carry postal carts of heavy mailbags. He left his hover chair inside the lift each morning. He then walked the five meters to the chair behind the mail desk. When he first started the job, he was worried he might loose weight due to the walk to the desk and back to the lift. But thank the Gods of Fried Foods that hadn't happened yet. He ate an extra meal each day to make sure that never happened.




  His bulbous cheeks puffed out as he sat down with a huff. The chair sensors detected his bulk and compensated for his weight. The gyros and the hover field made automatic adjustments as he settled his body into the cocoon-like chair.




  Brother, you are one handsome, fat example of beautiful manhood. He chuckled at his self indulgence. Starvation is never gonna stop me, he thought. Bravery is my middle name.




  He punched the button marked with a capital M, representing the main floor. Once the doors slid shut behind him the lift began to move upward. Not too fast. Might as well be comfortable.




  .It seemed to Jal the lift was slower than ever before. It crept upward accompanied by groans and creaks as the mechanism and the metal tracks were stressed beyond their original design specifications.




  He smirked with satisfaction. He'd probably gained weight again. Good.




  Heavenly Sky Burger here I come.




   





   





   





   





  Two




   





  A drink a day keeps the doctor away. Or at least it helps you to forget the doctor's bill.




  —The Big-Little Book of Mixology, 4,273rd Edition




   





  "Quick! Bud!" said The Brain. The self-aware computer's usually somber, unemotional voice was raised to a high-pitched (and definitely annoying) whine.




  "Change course!"




  "Ow!" Bud leaned forward to extract himself reluctantly from the soft pads of his gray and white navigators chair. His grasped his head between his alternately pale-white and blood-red hands.




  "Brain, cut it out, man! You're killin' me!" The hangover was worse than usual today. He sniffed the air. He smiled. How I love the smell of stale beer in the morning.




  "Never mind that, you…" Ow! The pain...in my head…




  Through the bloody webs that were his eyes, Jal saw an enormous red sun blazing across the bridge's forward viewer. It seemed to fill the viewer from one side to the other. He held one hand up to shade his eyes from the angry star's brightness. "Brain, decrease magnification."




  "I have already."




  Headache forgotten, eyes popped wide, he struggled to sit straight in the chair. The horror of realization descended on him like a cloud of stale booze in his favorite bar and grill.




  "Oh. My. Sainted. Beer. And Cheesies!" He was fully alert now, sleep forgotten. He leaned farther forward in the chair. The chair's servos whined loudly in the still, musty air. His trembling fingers gripped the cool metal edge of the eight-foot long control board, as he managed to pull himself forward on the chairs plasti-steel rollers.




  He scanned the array of multicolored mushroom cap-shaped buttons that decorated the consol in front of him. Single, bold, white letters were etched into the top of each different colored button. The red, blue, yellow, tangerine, and bright fuchsia buttons—(Who the hell made fuchsia a color anyway?)—seemed to mock him.




  Which the hell one do I push? It's at times like this I wish I'd paid more attention in interspatial-travel-navigator school.




  "Sixteen minutes and counting," said The Brain. He spoke in his REALLY annoying mechanical countdown voice. One of these days you smart-ass-hunk-of-circuits …




  Damn, I'm having a bad day. And I just woke up.




   





   





   





   





  Three




   





  These are the voyages of the Marketeers. Their continuing mission to locate new markets. To seek out hungry customers. To boldly fight for lovers of quality, family-friendly, low-cost fast food!




  —From the Marketeers Fleet constitution, circa 3200.01, page 91, paragraph 7(h), under the heading, Authorized Versions of Marketeers Creed




   





  Captain Bart Butterfinger's handsome, obese features appeared on the viewer that sat on one corner of Trixie Pug's desk. The HSB President had long been infatuated with the captains of the Marketeer fleet. Her relationship to the fleet was a carefully guarded corporate secret.




  The model for the relationship was Queen Elizabeth (the first one, not the second, third, or fourth) with the privateers that once sailed the oceans of Dirt's predecessor, Earth.




  Earth was long gone. The planet had become a burned out, environmental hazard and had to be removed. The sun took care of that mess. Dirt was engineered as the replacement in synchronous orbit with the Earth before it was removed. The transporter device rematerialized the spent Earth inside the Sun where it was consumed by the fiery furnace.




  Well, at least they hoped the transporter sent it there. The Earth hadn't been seen since, so they assumed all was well. Besides why worry? What good would that do?




  The olfactory sensors affixed to the sides of Trixie's screen leaked the heavenly odor of French fries into the office. All of the fleet's captains reeked of French fries. French fries were Trixie’s fifth or sixth (dependant on the time of day) favorite food group, so the captains' scent made her especially fond of them.




  "It's good to see you, Captain Butterfinger."




  His indigo eyes smiled. and he acknowledged her with a nod of his massive head. His top chin buried itself briefly in the chins underneath it. Trixie shivered from the thrill of seeing this strong, confident man. He was far more of a real man than her ex-husband.




  "Ma'am," he said. The timbre of his voice was deep, and the twinkle in his eyes increased his allure.




  "Where are you?" Trixie said.




  Bart's eyes drifted toward a silver-suited female behind him. She was dark skinned and had large, almond shaped eyes. Her suit restrained rolls of fat. Beautiful girl, thought Trixie. Trixie heard Bart ask for their present coordinates. Trixie couldn't hear the response, but Bart turned his attention back to the screen.




  "We are in sector fifty-three, a system called Twin Pines Mallisapina. Why, Madame President?" His eyes were curious.




  "Any luck there?" she said. Not that she cared. She'd had a feeling of impending doom all day. Trixie hadn't survived to this far in the corporate stratosphere without having a highly developed sense of dread. Paranoia bred promotion, barring cheese vat accidents, of course.




  All of her thoughts were focused on this disturbing problem. Somehow she knew Bart was at the center of doom. He was the center of her metaphorical hurricane.




  "We have managed to make contact with the customers on the second planet. They have been subsisting on Chinese takeout. Something they call Dim Sum." Bart's cheeks reddened.




  "What is it, Bart?" Her tone was soft. Not in keeping with her usual persona. Trixie decided to drop the formalities; instead she needed to talk to her friend. And hopefully her new husband, someday. She didn't mean to embarrass Bart, but time was short. She could feel the tidal wave of change coming faster and faster. (It was much like the way the drive-thru racers felt when they raced to the drive-thru window at the Burger 5000. Trixie had been a racer in her wild youth and recalled the experience fondly. Racing to finish lines had built her foundation of principal she called wining-at-all-cost. She still practiced the principal today.)




  "Perhaps we should speak in private?" he suggested.




  Trixie giggled like a school girl. She felt her face grow warm. This man made her all gooey/cheese inside. She hated the feeling.




  "Sure."




  Bart nodded, a grin on his lips. The screen went dark, but within a few seconds his handsome bulbous cheeks and flat top blonde crew cut came on the screen again. Behind him now was a simple beige wall. "I'm in my cabin. We can talk privately now. Can't we, Ponder?"




  "Yes, Captain." There was an audible click.




  Bart smirked. "He does that sometimes."




  Trixie laughed. "So, Bart, tell me what's bothering you." Trixie took a bite of the cheese burger she kept on a belt in a fast food holster for emergencies.




  Bart's eyes fell away. He looked like a kid who'd just been caught with his fingers in someone else's French fries. (After all what kid hadn't been encouraged to do that?) "Well...you see, Madame President, I tried some of their Dim Sum and..." he hesitated then said, "...it was good. Greasy, some of it deep fried—"




  "Deep fried? Nothing wrong with that. We'll just add their food to our menu. We've done it before." (In fact, the HSB menu had grown to more than 500 items as the HSB expanded its influence through system after system. It often amazed her—the variety of foods that could be deep fried. Anything deep fried was easy to put on the menu. Sometimes the problem was one of supply. Menu items sometimes had to be dropped when the home planet was stripped of all its available resources. Progress could not be stopped.)




  "I would agree, Mad—"




  "Now, Bart, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Trixie?"




  "Sorry, Mad—I mean, Trixie—I would love it if their deep fried foods were added to your glorious menu. But they said they already have a distribution deal with another company. Someone who got there ahead of me."




  Trixie's voice lowered and her eyes narrowed. "Who might that be?" Her guts twisted. She had that bad feeling again.




  Her cool manner telegraphed through the viewer to Bart. She saw him swallow hard. "Huh, some outfit called Oriental Express Foods." His eyes drifted to another monitor to his right. "My research indicates this company is a subsidiary of Galaxy Pizza."




  Trixie's visage transformed into an angry scowl. She'd be off her food for at least twenty minutes. "Them! Why is it always that Zippy Piner. One of these days I'm going to go to her home planet and wipe pizza off the galactic star maps."




  "What are your orders, Trixie?"




  Trixie glared at his earnest expression. "That's 'Madame President' to you, Captain Butterfinger.




  "I want you to go to the great galactic barrier as fast as your star drive will take you. We have intelligence that an invasion force from another galaxy is attacking the local systems. I'll transmit the coordinates. If you see anyone, shoot first and ask questions later."




  "Yes, immediately, Madame President." The screen went dark.




  Trixie spun her hover chair and looked out the wall of window of her executive office. The sky was a deep blue, two puffy white clouds stood out against the brilliant blue. The smell of the burger in her holster reached her nostrils. A growl in her stomach was silenced by a small bite of the meat, catsup, mayo, and bun.




  There was no intelligence that supported an invasion force at the edge of the galaxy. At least not that she knew about. But Bart would shoot something. He was her weapon of mass destruction. Cool. She smiled to herself and chewed her burger.




  Besides, what was the worst that could happen?




   





   





   





   





  Four




   





  Garbage in. Garbage out.




  —HSB Janitors handbook, page 498, paragraph 17, copyright Pug Inc. circa 3133




   





  Wimpy Ketchup floated on the hover chair in front of the meal counter. Thought he tried he failed to keep his eyes from flitting to either side of him where other HSB customers sat munching double and triple cheeser and mountain sizes of fries. His mouth watered as the smells and sounds of eating exploded ion his senses.




  Where was that ‘bot waitress with his meal?




  The universe was as perfect as it could be. And Wimpy was sure it would never end.




  Heavenly Sky Burger would live on forever, and he’d have a happy tummy forever.




  Change was a bad thing.




   





  ****




   





  Garbage. It had been a problem since the rapid explosion of the fast food franchises across the galaxy began in the 27th century. On some worlds oceans had become toxic when fast food wrappers were indiscriminately dropped into their inky depths, in an attempt to hide them. Naturally, the wrappers were composed of environmentally unsafe chemicals.
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