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PRAISE FOR G. J. KOCH’S ALEXANDER OUTLAND: SPACE PIRATE


“Alexander Outland: Space Pirate is a delightful read, packed with insanely funny lines, wonderfully weird characters, and twisty thrills. A total blast of a book!”

—Carolyn Crane, author of the Disillusionists trilogy

 



“Like some twisted, exhilarating combination of a theme park and an orgy, Alexander Outland: Space Pirate is rocket-paced, sexy, thrilling, and fun, and no matter what you think it’ll be going in, you’re wrong. You might need a cold shower by the end, but you won’t regret the ride.”

—Jeffrey J. Mariotte, author of Cold Black Hearts and The Slab


 



“A fun read and an amusing vision of the happy-go-lucky pirate in space, desired by all women, working with the best misfit crew in the galaxy. There are strong echoes of Jack Sparrow, Harrison Ford and Errol Flynn in Alexander Outland. Author G. J. Koch has a good ear for dialogue, a mind attuned to devious plots, and a nice argument for why this space pirate would love the beaches and bars of Marseille.”

—T. Jackson King, author of Retread Shop and Little Brother’s World


 



“Alexander Outland is a stew of science fiction, comedy, action and adventure that nourishes the eyes, brain and funny bone.”

—Kevin L. Donihe, author of House of Houses and Space Walrus


 



“The most engaging rogue to hit the spaceways since The Stainless Steel Rat!”

—Sandy Mitchell, author of the Ciaphas Cain series


 



Mark Twain said that whoever you dedicate a book to will be sure to buy a copy. In that light…

 



To John and Mary (you know who you are), this one’s for you!







Space. I’ve heard it called the final frontier, the last hope for mankind, where all dreams can still come true, and a variety of other noble-sounding phrases.

Know what space really is?

It’s the dull stuff in between planets.

Planets, now planets are where it’s at. People. Women. A wide variety of women. Anything worthwhile’s on a planet. Unless, of course, it’s on a supply or transport ship, going from one planet to another.

The one good thing about space? It’s a great place to hide if you’ve relieved someone on a planet or a transport of what matters to them.

Not that I do that all the time. Well, not often. Well, not every day, okay?

You know, I left home because of this kind of pressure.

 



Never a day I haven’t been glad of that choice. Great-Aunt Clara, wherever you are: Thanks. I like life a lot better now that I’m nowhere near you.






 CHAPTER 1


“Vessel Three-three-six-nine you are cleared to land.”

“Thanks, doll. You free later?”

“Captain Outland?”

“Yep.”

“Captain Alexander Napoleon Outland?”

“That’s me. But you can call me Nap, babe. That’s what all my friends, and satisfied ladies throughout the galaxy, call me.”

“From me and all the rest of Thurge Mission Control—don’t flatter yourself.”

“Normally, it’s the ladies offering the flattering remarks, doll.”

“Captain Outland?”

“Yes?”

“Shut up or I’ll direct you to land in an active volcano.”

Touchy. Of course, it could have been due to my activities the last time I was here. “You’re not Zahara, are you?”

“No. And you should thank your world’s god that I’m not.”

Well, one potential nightmare avoided. “Why so, doll?”

“Put it this way: When she finds you, you’ll wish I’d had you land in that volcano.”

“But, I’ll bet she thinks it was worth it.” I followed the coordinates. Nice, smooth landing strip. No volcano in sight.

“Not sure. I imagine you can find out yourself. We let her know you were here.” She had that tone, the one women get when they’ve really shoved it to you and are happy about it.

“You related to Zahara?”

“No. Not at all.”

I pondered. It’d been a while since I’d been on Thurge. It wasn’t exactly the garden spot of the Delta Quadrant, and there wasn’t a big call for black market magma. We were only back here because our current job required us to pick up a supply of the only thing Thurge had to offer. “Uh, Carolita?”

“Wow, you remember me. Enjoy catching up with Zahara.” Not so good. I remembered Carolita. Amazing in the sack. Nasty, nasty temper out of it. Probably why she was so great in the sack. “Carolita, how you been, babe?”

“Captain Outland?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to enjoy watching what Zahara does to you.”

I pondered. I could stay, get the magma I had a legitimate order for, and risk the wrath of Zahara, Carolita and, as memories came back, a whole lot of other girls who might not be inclined positively towards me. Or I could leave and find another way to make money.

“Carolita?”

“Yes?”

“To you, Zahara, and all the other Thurge girls I’ve loved before—goodbye and good luck.”

“Vessel three-three-six-nine you are cleared for takeoff. Don’t let our planet’s atmosphere hit your tail on the way out.”

What can I say? My Great-Aunt Clara always said discretion was the better part of valor. Never too late to listen to her sage advice, right?






 CHAPTER 2


“Nap, why aren’t we stopping?” Randolph fell into the copilot’s seat. Would have been better if he knew how to fly, but the Sixty-Nine ran a mean auto-helper program.

“Busy, busy, busy. Places to go, cargo to steal, new girls to meet.”

“Oh. Zahara was around?”

Lift-off. Nice. Smooth. Easy. I ignored the cursing I could hear from Mission Control. Zahara had arrived, thankfully, a moment too late. “And Carolita. Remember Carolita?”

“Yeah, I do. I’m surprised you do—she hit your head pretty hard. You had some trouble with short-term memory for a bit there.” Randolph managed to look almost conciliatory. Having a face like a basset hound helped somewhat.

“Yeah, and you had trouble with long term. Why did you let me take an order for magma and then let me come to Thurge to try to fill it?”

“I was working on the reactors and hyper-drives when you took the order. Like always. You know, why do you always try to make things my fault?”

“Uh, because you’re here?” Why did I get crewmen who asked the obvious questions?

“Nap, why the hell are we going back up?” Slinkie slithered in. The cockpit was getting crowded. Not that Slinkie was a bad addition. No woman from Aviatus was. The men, on the other hand, made Randolph look like the hottest male on two legs. Slinkie had a real name, not that I knew it. It didn’t matter. She was still the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen, on any and all planets. However, we had a professional relationship.

“I figured if I turned down the legitimate job, you’d realize you loved me.”

“Oh, Dear Feathered Lord. Nap, we have been through this. You’re not my type.” She tossed her hair. Long, thick, brown hair, naturally streaked with a variety of red, gold and copper hues. She lived to toss her hair. Because it shimmered, even in the dark. I dragged my attention back to flying.

“Because I’m human?”

“I’m human, too, moron. We all are. Our ancestors bred like Lib-sunos. Earth rabbits, that’s what my great-great-grandfather called them.” Pure-blood Aviatians lived a long damned time.

“See? We’re compatible. So, why won’t you admit you love the Outland?”

“Aside from the fact that you actually call yourself ‘the Outland’? Because you’re a dog, and not in the looks department. Let me think, why aren’t we landing and doing the one legit job we’ve had in months… oh, feathers—Zahara, and Carolita. Oh, and I’ll bet Zithra, Lucia, and Amber were around, too, right?”

How did she remember them all? I couldn’t remember them all. “Uh, yeah. Right.”

“You don’t remember them, do you?” Slinkie’s voice could have cut diamonds. I risked a look. Yep. She had the eagle-glare going. Which was better than the vulture-glare. But not the dove-look, which I’d seen three times in my life. I’d been near death for all of them. Not a good trend, really.

“I remembered Zahara. And Carolita! All on my own. Nasty temper. On both of them. All of them. Thurge grows nasty chicks.”  That came out wrong. I winced in anticipation.

“They grow lavaettes. My planet grows chicks.” Now her voice could cut space ice.

“Earth term Nap’s adopted,” Randolph said quickly.

“You know, you’ve been using that lame-duck excuse ever since I hooked up with this crew. Nap’s been to Earth all of once. And he was a baby.”

“I was five.”

“I rest my case. Anyway, it’s still insulting to me.”

“Okay, Slink. You’re the only one I’ll call a chick from now on.” I looked at her over my shoulder and gave her my patented killer smile. “Promise.”

She took a deep breath. It was a risk to continue to look at her chest, but always worth it. She had the best rack in at least twelve star systems. She opened her mouth.

“Screaming or hitting will cause an immediate crash. We have not yet reached escape velocity.”

She closed her mouth and I got the eagle-glare again. “Why do I fly with you?”

“Because you’re secretly in love with me, but you don’t want to admit it, because you fear that you, somehow, are not woman enough to keep me from straying. You’re wrong, of course. I stray because I can’t have you. Vicious cycle.”

Slinkie snorted. “Please. You were a dog before I met you and you’ll be a dog well after I’m gone.”

“You know, this is you being planetist. Just because Zyzzx is a canial planet does not make me a dog. Any more than Randolph coming from Weshria makes him a cat.”

“True. Randolph looks like a basset hound and you’re more cat-like. I’ll give you that. But, you’re still a dog, Nap. Or, to make you happy, you’re a tomcat. And you know what they say about tomcats.”

“It’s better to neuter them young.” Randolph sounded like he was displeased with the basset hound comparison, which was always  a shock since you’d think he’d be used to it by now. Of course, he was taking it out on me, not Slinkie, but then again, he was male and shared my appreciation of Slinkie’s assets.

“Et tu, Randy? Et tu?”

“Stop with the pseudo-intellect, Nap. It hurts us all. You gonna jump our favorite pile of junk out of Thurge airspace or just wait for the next eruption to do it for us?”

“Everyone’s touchy. Besides, there’s nothing pseudo about my intellect.” I finished logging in the coordinates, hit the thrusters, grabbed Slinkie, and hit the hyper-drive button.

Due to the way I’d grabbed her and the force hyper-drive exerted when you made the jump, Slinkie was on my lap, arms around my neck, my face buried in her chest. I was forced to wrap my arms around her, to keep her from flying back and getting hurt. One hand needed to be on her behind and one on the back of her head, keeping it snuggled against the back of my neck—for her safety, of course.

When jumping, standard procedures were to remain strapped in until you were cleared through, which was normally three to five long minutes, depending. I’d jumped us to the Gamma Quadrant, a seven minute hold from Thurge.

Argue if you want, but that’s what I call intellect.






 CHAPTER 3


Our jump cleared and the pressure against our bodies let up.

“You can let go of me any time,” Slinkie snarled. Her mouth was against my skin.

“Mmmmm.” I wondered if I could hit the reverse coordinates with my foot. Another seven minutes like this and I could die a happy man.

“Nap. No joke. Let me go or I’ll bite you.”

“I knew you’d finally come around.”

“I’ll bite you at the point where it’ll kill you.”

“Your words say ‘let me go’ but your body says ‘Nap, you da tomcat’. My Great-Aunt Clara always said that the words themselves were only about seven percent of the communication. So, I’m going to listen to your body. It wants me, and it has the other ninety-three percent going for it.”

Slinkie put her teeth against a spot I knew actually could kill if she bit hard enough. “I mean it.” It’s hard to say that sentence with your mouth open and your teeth against someone’s neck. I certainly was after feeling her do it.

“Just bounce a little bit while you bite me. I think I’ll die happy that way.”

Sadly, before Slinkie could either bounce or bite, the alarms went  off, big time. You don’t survive in space by being slow to react to an alarm. Slinkie was out of my arms and off my lap in a second, I was monitoring shields and navigation, Randolph was checking hull, engine and drive integrity.

“Sensors show nothing, Nap,” Randolph said.

“I have nothing, too. Everything looks right, we’re where we’re supposed to be according to computers.”

We all looked out the windshield. Three hundred years of space travel, and somehow, we still called them windshields. Or maybe it was only me. Anyway, nothing. Of course, I’d made sure we weren’t landing in any planet’s airspace, so we should’ve been seeing nothing. But we were seeing nothing that would cause alarms to go off. Which was a lot more unsettling than seeing something.

“I’m going to Weapons,” Slinkie said. She dashed out. Her voice was on the com in less than a minute. “Scanning for hostiles.”

I waited, counting down. Sure enough, in less than twenty seconds, a different voice came on the com. “Alexander, what in the galaxy is going on?” A quavering, peevish, authoritative voice. The Governor never missed his cues, even if I wanted him to. “And why aren’t we on Thurge? I was looking forward to the baths. You know how I love the mineral baths there.”

“Yes, sorry, Governor. Had a little problem, had to leave. We’ll find you a mineral bath somewhere else.”

“Why do you let him stay?” Randolph muttered.

“Because it was my fault he got deposed.” It wasn’t wholly my fault, but it had been enough of my fault that I’d felt guilty. And the old guy wasn’t so bad.

“Alexander Napoleon Outland, why are you lying to me?” Most of the time he wasn’t so bad. Some of the time he reminded me of my Great-Aunt Clara. This was one of those times.

“Governor, later, okay? Alarms, potential hostiles, all alone in the big bad ether, you know the drill.”

The Governor sighed dramatically. “Oh yes, I know the drill. I learned it all too well, back when I ruled Knaboor—”

“Speaking of boors, we have a problem,” Slinkie snapped. “I can’t see anything on the system.”

“So? Maybe that means it’s just a glitch.”

“Nap, where are we, exactly?” Slinkie sounded nervous. Not good. She didn’t really do nervous as a rule.

“Gamma Quadrant. In the vicinity of Herion.”

“Oh, Dear Feathered Lord.” Now she sounded well beyond nervous.

“What? What is it? We’ve been to Herion before, no issues.”

“Nap, you remember that spacer I was talking to at our last pit stop?”

I remembered him. Herion Military, if his uniform had been any clue. Tall, rippling muscles, built like a battle cruiser and, if Slinkie’s reactions to him were any indication, extremely handsome. I wasn’t short, puny or ugly, but that guy had outbid my ante before I could get close to the game. “Yeah. I think he was hot for Randolph.”

“Hardly. He was from Herion.”

“Time to go.”

“Yes, but not for that reason. There’ve been some weird accidents around here. He told me that the last things anyone got from the ships was that their alarms went off, but they couldn’t find anything wrong. Usually they were talking to Herion Mission Control and then… nothing. The rescue ships only found traces of ships. Like… like they’d been vaporized.”

“Or hijacked by someone who knows what he’s doing,” the Governor said, and he didn’t sound peevish. “Alexander, this sounds familiar, from many years ago, before you were born.”

“Great. Plotting coordinates now.”

“Nap, don’t plot, just fly.” Slinkie’s voice was tense.

“Why?”

“I have something on my scanners now. A lot of somethings. It’s time to remind us all why we fly with you.”

I flipped to full manual. “Because I’m the best pilot alive.”

“Please do your best to be able to still say that tomorrow.”

“Will you sit in my lap again if I get us out of this?”

“I might even have sex with you.”

“Wow. It’s that bad, huh?”

“Yeah, Nap. I think it’s worse.”






 CHAPTER 4


Slinkie wasn’t kidding, I could hear it in her voice. “Slink? Can’t see what I’m supposed to be flying away from.”

“Attack shields engaged!” She seemed focused.

Randolph hit the auto-helper. “Captain, would you like Ultrasight assistance?” The auto-helper had a pleasant, soothing female voice. It drove me crazy.

“Ya think?”

“That’s a yes!” Randolph didn’t mind the auto-helper. Sometimes I got the impression they were dating. I mean, he’d even named it. “Audrey, we have invisible attackers.”

“Going to Ultrasight now, Chief.” The auto-helper called Randolph Chief because he was our head mechanic. He was our only mechanic, but there were times not to argue semantics.

A film went over the windshield and suddenly space was crawling with scaries. Because of how it worked with and against the hyper-drives, Ultrasight—which allowed you to see literally everything, including sound and anything cloaked—used up a lot of power, which was why we normally didn’t have it on when we were flying. Most spaceships didn’t even have it installed. Only huge battle cruisers and their ilk could manage hyper-drives and Ultrasight at the same time.

There were a dozen ships out there. Most of them were larger, but none of them actually looked like military ships. However, they still resembled an armada. They weren’t shooting at us, which was good. They were maneuvering to net us, which wasn’t.

“We’re in trouble.” I hit the thrusters and started Evasive Maneuver #206. I had a lot of evasive maneuvers. Normally I saved #206 for when I needed to impress someone. Right now, I used it because I didn’t want to be captured.

“Radio communications are jammed,” Slinkie said. “I can’t raise Herion Mission Control, and I can’t communicate with any of the ships out there.”

“Military?” Randolph asked as I spun the Sixty-Nine like she was a prima ballerina while also weaving through the air erratically.

“Nope. Well, not official military.”

“Pirate armada.” I knew the Governor wasn’t looking at any of this. He sounded very sure.

“Right. At least, pretty sure you’re right.” I spun us past three different attach cables. If they hooked onto us, the magnetism would hold us in place—only a few pilots had ever gotten free from an attach cable and had a ship left to talk about. I was one of them.

However, it wasn’t good for the ship or the nerves to let an attach cable hook you, so I was focused on avoiding them. The capture nets held between several of the ships made this a little more difficult, but not impossible.

The laser cannons, now, they were starting to head things into the realm of impossibility.
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“Laser cannon warming up,” Slinkie shouted. “It’s going to take longer because of the Ultrasight.”

“Have to make the tradeoffs. Take your time, I’m fine here.” I flipped the Sixty-Nine end-over-end, which meant most of the laser shots missed us. The couple that hit glanced off. “Structural?”

“Looks fine so far. Think we can make Herion?” Randolph asked.

“Doubt it. Can’t jump, either.” The Sixty-Nine was outdoing herself—a couple of times I wondered if she was going to split apart, but she held on and we did the dance together no one did as well as the two of us. Of course, I was glad we all had anti-motion sickness meds pumped into our systems on a daily basis, because flying while puking is harder than it sounds.

“So, pretty much, we’re screwed.”

“C’mon. It’s us.”

“Oh, right. We’re completed and utterly screwed.”

I managed to dodge another set of laser shots. They had us surrounded, like we were inside a big spaceship ball. The only positive was that they had to be a lot more careful about where their shots went than we did. They were closing the gaps though, and soon we wouldn’t have any maneuverability at all.

“Any time, Slink. Really. Any damn time.”

“Firing laser cannon in five… four… three….” Slinkie’s voice was back to calm. Shooting things always made her feel better. “Two…one.”

The blast shook the ship, but I was ready for it and allowed the shock to spiral the Sixty-Nine even more erratically. Another attach cable just missed us. Unfortunately, the laser shot didn’t hit any of the ships. Which was odd, since Slinkie was a damned good shot.

“So very screwed,” Randolph muttered under his breath.

“Maybe.” I could see where the laser shot had hit. “Slink, really, when are you going to marry me?”

“Never. Do I need to spell it out for you?”

“No, I got it.” I hit the thrusters and raced for the two biggest ships. The ones holding the biggest net. “Let’s just cohabitate. Who needs legality? Not me. I’m the poster boy for anti-legality.”

“Nap? Why are you heading for the net? Are we trying to make it easy for them?” Randolph shoved back in his seat, braced for impact.

“I’m not heading for the net.” Flip, dodge, reverse flip, triple axel, end-over-end, and through the hole in the big net Slinkie’s blast had created we went. “I’m heading for freedom.” We spun past the ships, righted, and then I hit the boosters and the thrusters at the same time.

We shot away like a Libsuno after, well, another Libsuno. They were an active race, and they liked to play chase almost as much as they liked to get caught.

I, however, did not like getting caught. I was determined to put significant space between us and the armada.

“Ships are following, Captain,” the auto-helper said.

“No kidding. You want to offer anything helpful or you just chatting?”

“Don’t talk to Audrey that way.”

“Randolph, it’s a computer program.”

“Audrey has feelings.”

“We need to get you planetside, and fast.”

“I programmed her to have feelings.” Randolph sounded hurt. “And she does.”

“How about her voice? Did you program that to be consistently calm and cheerful, just so it would drive me crazy?”

“No. I think it helps keep everyone relaxed if Audrey sounds like she’s relaxed.”

“She’s a computer program!”

“Nap, stop shouting at Randolph,” Slinkie said urgently. “They’re really coming after us. At top speed.”

“Think we can make Herion now?” Randolph asked, still sounding upset.

“No idea. How far?”

“Suggest evasive actions, Captain,” the auto-helper said calmly. “Would you like rear-view?”

“Ya THINK?”

“Stop yelling at Audrey!”

Rear visual superimposed over front. It was freaky and caused migraines until you got used to it. “All the ships are following us. Why? We have nothing, and we look like we have less.”

“They want the ship,” the Governor said. It didn’t sound like he was suggesting so—he was stating it.

“So, while we run, dodge and, please Lord Avian’s Handmaiden, we shoot the damned cannon, why don’t you tell us what you think we’re up against, Governor?”

“Laser cannon firing in five….”

“I really don’t want you yelling at Audrey,” Randolph said truculently. “And I think you should call her Audrey, too.”

“It’s a long story, Alexander.”

“Estimate time to destruction in fifteen seconds, Captain.”

“Three….”

“Everyone shut up! What was that again?” Silence. “Sorry, what was that again… Audrey?”

“Estimate time to destruction in, now, ten seconds, Captain.”

“Why? In one second.”

“Engines are overstrained.”

“Don’t fire the cannon! Ultrasight off! Rearview off!” I counted. “Audrey, we’re past ten seconds. Do we get to live?”

“Yes, Captain. Until we are shot by the ships in pursuit, who are both gaining and firing.”

“So, if I’ve got this straight, we can’t see them, shoot at them, or run away from them?”

“We can continue to run, Captain. Estimate pursuing ships will overtake us in one minute and closing.”

“Herion’s at least ten minutes away, going balls to the wall.” Randolph sounded resigned. “You know, Ziggy still owes me fifty creds.”

“For what?” When you’re about to die, sometimes the inane and innocuous seems like a good thing to focus on.

“That shipment of chickens from Aviatus. He bet me that the roosters would kill each other. They didn’t. Instead, they ran at each other and then ran away.”

“Because you’d drugged them.”

“Whatever works, Nap. Isn’t that what you always say?”

I thought about this. “Chickens.” I felt an idea hit so strong it was like an electric shock. “Slinkie, get ready with the cannon.”

“Why?” She sounded like she was just this side of crying.

“Because we’re going to attack.”






 CHAPTER 6


I spun the Sixty-Nine around and headed right back, towards whatever we were headed back towards. I couldn’t see them now. Just looked like empty space.

“Audrey, are you able to help Slinkie to target the main ships?”

“Yes, Captain. Thank you for acknowledging me as a separate but equal part of the ship.”

Great, I had the Emancipated Program on my hands. “Yes, fine, good. Trying to stay alive here, Audrey. Think you can help accommodate that desire?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Slink, calibrate the cannon for short, spraying shots. I want a machine gun, if you can do it.”

“If it’s a gun, I can do it, Nap.”

“Great. Fire when ready. Oh, and Audrey? Please feel free to let us know when we’re overstraining the engines again. Preferably before we’re less than a minute away from exploding.”

“Noted, Captain.” Well, at least the auto-helper still called me Captain. It hadn’t always been this uppity or demanding. Or capricious. At least, I considered sharing imminent destruction as late as possible to be capricious. Maybe Randolph found it sexy.

“Firing now, Nap.” The ship shook, but I could tell Slinkie had  gotten the gun set up like I’d wanted. There was a steady stream of white bursts flying out towards nothing. The same nothing we were heading for at top speed.

“Nap, are you just planning on us going out in a blaze of glory?” Randolph sounded against the blaze of glory idea.

The laser shots hit. Explosions lit up in front of us. “Nope. I’m planning on playing chicken.”

“Isn’t that a sort of archaic choice?” Slinkie sounded just this side of freaked, even while firing. She must have estimated our chances at less than nil.

“Yep. Old and yet still effective. Right, Governor?”

“I don’t care for your insinuation, Alexander.”

“I’ll worry about it if we’re still alive in five minutes.” It’s hard to fly evasively while programming the hyper-drive at the same time, but the desire to survive and potentially have sex with Slinkie was a strong motivator.

Our laser shots were hitting and where they weren’t they were identifying escape options. There seemed to be a narrow space between two of the ships—if there was a net there, Slinkie had ripped it to shreds. But from the way the laser shots were sailing, it looked like empty space. And our only option.

I kept the Sixty-Nine at full speed, heading towards what I was hoping was one of the main ships. They weren’t firing at us much, more warning shots than shots intended to destroy. The Governor appeared to be right—they wanted the ship. My ship. No one was going to take my ship until they pried my cold, dead body out of the captain’s chair. Which was probably the idea, only the attackers might have been open to a warm, dead body. I was open to neither.

“Nap, what are you doing?” Randolph’s voice was moving up into the register where it seemed like he was trying to hit the high notes to cover the female singer’s part of the opera.

“Nap, I’m with Randolph. We’re going to hit the ship in a second.” Slinkie sounded stressed again.

“Slink, keep shooting. Randolph, shut up.”

“Ships are veering off to avoid head-on collision, Captain.” The auto-helper sounded calm. As always. Sadly, it didn’t make me relax. Then again, I was better under pressure.

At what I took to be the last possible second, based on laser hits, I jerked the Sixty-Nine to the left, spun sideways, and headed into what I was now actively praying was really a path through.

“Audrey, as soon as we’re through these other ships, I want you to let me know.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Nap, what are you doing?” Randolph’s voice was back to semi-masculine.

“A little trick I like to call ‘staying alive’.”

“We’re through the ships, Captain.”

“Hang on, gang.” I hit the hyper-drive button and we jumped.
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The jump lasted less than a minute. I hoped it was going to be all we needed. And that I’d coordinated right, because if I hadn’t, we were going to go splat in a really spectacular way.

We came out in Herion’s atmosphere. “Oh, I’m good.” Time to talk to the folks on the ground. “Herion Mission Control, this is vessel Three-three-six-nine, requesting immediate landing. Have been attacked by pirate armada and wish to get the hell out of the air.”

“Roger that, Three-three-six-niner.” Male voice. Very official. “Coordinates uploaded to your ship’s computer. Welcome to Herion.”

Landed smoothly. I didn’t like Herion much, but there were advantages to a planet under martial rule—things tended to run on extra-crispy.

“Audrey, please search for any outstanding warrants for any crew personnel, past or present, for Herion or their surrounding planets.”

“Running, Captain. All crew cleared of last several warrants. Only outstanding warrant is for Jack Rock.”

“Ah. Audrey, please advise the Herion Master Computer that Jack is serving time on Omnimus. Herion can add onto his sentence with them.”

“Done, Captain. The Master Computer asked me to share Herion’s appreciation of your adherence to their laws.”

“I live to stay within Herion’s laws.” I did. Because living outside of them was dangerous, especially while in their vicinity. Their military tended to run to the same type as had warned Slinkie about our invisible attackers—big, strong and mean.

Slinkie and the Governor met me and Randolph at the hatch. The Governor looked none the worse for our little escapade. Not that he looked good. I’d known him for what seemed like forever but was really only about five years, and even five years earlier he’d looked like he wasn’t dead only because someone had forgotten to bury him. But for a frail old man, he still had it. I wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, but he had it.

He also knew how to play up being ancient. Slinkie normally found the Governor annoying, but she was the one who always helped him in and out of the Sixty-Nine. The Governor used these opportunities to cop the cheap feels. I envied him like no other man alive.

“Ready to be the best-behaved crew in the galaxy?” The three of them nodded. “Then let’s go, make our report, recharge the Sixty-Nine and ourselves, and figure out how to get back into space, pronto.”

I hit the hatch release and the door lowered to the ground. As captain, I went first. This was always fun, since those on the ground could see me well before I could ever see them. I’d never had someone shoot my legs out from under me yet, but in a couple of cases, it wasn’t from their lack of trying.

Got down without lasers firing. So far, so good. Complement of Herion Military waiting there for us, standard procedure, especially since I’d radioed about an attack. The others joined me.

“Nap, I think I recognize the major,” Slink whispered to me. I knew without looking she wasn’t moving her lips. We’d all learned that trick ages ago.

I took a closer gander. “Oh, it’s your boyfriend,” I whispered back in kind. “You know, the one who’s probably married. Or likes men. Or even animals. Maybe all three. You never can tell with  that type.”

Sure enough, he recognized Slinkie. Sadly, he beamed a smile at her, said something to the others with him, and strode over. He strode impressively. I really hated him. I watched Slinkie out of the corner of my eye—she was standing up very straight, chest out, casually flipping her hair around. I decided to loathe him.

He reached us, clicked his heels together, and gave us—well, Slinkie—a short bow. “How good to see you again.”

Slinkie extracted herself from the Governor and stepped a bit closer to the military stuffed shirt. “Bryant, how wonderful to see you here.” Her voice was a purr. I wondered how many years I’d get for killing Bryant right here. Probably so many that sex with Slinkie would never again enter the realm of possibility. Better to let him live and just catch him in some compromising position, preferably with a holocam on hand.

“Did we hear right? You were attacked?” He sounded concerned and ready to go off and slay space dragons for her.

“Yes. Captain Outland was able to get us to safety.” Slinkie turned to me and gave me a smile I knew meant play along or die. “Captain, I’d like to introduce you to Major Bryant Lionside. Bryant, Captain Alexander Napoleon Outland.”

Lionside offered his hand. I took it. His grip was painful, to the point where I wanted to cry like a little girl. I didn’t, but I sure as hell wanted to. “Interesting middle name, Captain.”

“It’s traditional in my family. For some reason.” I happened to love my middle name, though Great-Aunt Clara had never shared why every Outland had to be named either Napoleon or Alexander, or both, even the girls. Alexandria’s a great name. I felt for whoever got stuck being named Napoliana, though. Not that I actually knew any of my family other than Great-Aunt Clara. She was more than enough. “Lionside. That’s an interesting name.”

“Name of kings. In Herion’s older times. I wouldn’t expect an off-worlder to understand.” I managed not to share that I was named for not one but two kings, though it took serious effort on my part.  He looked at Slinkie. “I thought he was the ship’s cabin boy.” He sounded serious.

Slinkie didn’t miss a beat. “Oh, Bryant, you’re so funny.” She trilled a laugh. I considered barfing. “Captain Outland is quite experienced.”

“He looks like he’s maybe sixteen.” Bryant clearly didn’t like young boys. Dammit. One potential compromising position out.

“I’m thirty. Almost thirty-one.” I got this out through gritted teeth. He still had my hand in his rock-crushing grip.

“Captain Outland, why is that man holding your hand?” The Governor’s voice was both quavering and very, very loud. It carried to the other men in Lionside’s unit. They all looked a tad concerned. Lionside dropped my hand. I remembered why I kept the Governor around.

“Just saying hello the Herion Military way, Governor.” I put both hands behind my back so I could massage feeling into my right without looking pathetically obvious.

“Huh. Interesting ways they have here.” The Governor sounded unimpressed and a little grossed out. Extra brew for the Governor, that was today’s motto as far as I was concerned.

Lionside did his best to recover. “We’d like to get a debrief from all of you. You’re the only ones who have survived the attacks, at least as far as we know.”

“Happy to help. We want to be able to leave and live longer than five minutes.”

“You don’t need all of us for the debrief, do you, Captain Outland?” Randolph knew how to sound official when he needed to. And on Herion, you always needed to.

“I don’t see why, Mister Billur. He’s our Chief Mechanic, Major. Not involved in any of the, ah, excitement. Same with former Governor Murgat here.” I wanted to suggest that Slinkie wasn’t necessary either, but since she was Security Chief and Weapons Controller, I knew that idea wouldn’t fly.

Lionside nodded. “Agreed. Gentlemen, please be sure to follow  Herion’s visitor’s policies. To the letter.”

“Yes, sir, Major.” Randolph pulled off a decent salute. I was almost impressed. He took the Governor and they moved off, slowly, because the Governor didn’t move quickly as a rule. I wondered if they’d get to a bar before we were done and ready to leave. Decided that was a no bet, could go either way.

Lionside and the rest of his unit surrounded me and Slinkie and escorted us to a briefing room. I was relieved to note it was a real briefing room, not a cell. I never took the “not a cell” idea for granted.

We were seated around a large oval table, beverages were provided, as well as a fruit plate. They did it up nice here when you’d survived the invisible pirate attacks, I had to give them that.

Of course, I also had to make sure none of this stuff was drugged. Conveniently, Randolph was good with any and all things mechanical, including tiny things. Every one of our crew had a sensor in a ring. Each ring was different, so they didn’t look obvious, just like jewelry. My sensor showed everything as clean. I could tell Slinkie’s was the same, since she took a drink. I decided to follow suit.

“Herion Bitterroot. Excellent. And my favorite. I haven’t had this since, well, the last time I was on Herion.” This was a lie, but Herion Bitterroot was smuggler’s gold. I knew, I’d smuggled a lot of it all over the galaxy. I figured they weren’t drugging us, just testing us.

“You’re sure?” Lionside asked me pleasantly. “Because we understand there’s a lot of Herion Bitterroot out on the black market.”

I shrugged. “Sure there is. I don’t drink it illegally. I figure it would be an insult to your planet.” The Governor tended to prove his worth when it came to what we should and shouldn’t say on certain planets. He’d spent a lot of time discussing Herion’s little quirks with us. Herion was a scary planet, run by scary people. And I’d had to run here for help. The thought that we’d leaped out of the firing range and right in front of the firing squad leapt to mind.

“Bryant, I thought you wanted to get our information.” Slinkie  sounded sweet and confused. I had to control myself from making the gagging sound—she clearly had the hots for this guy.

“True.” He gave her a beaming smile. “Such a relief you’re safe.”

“Yes.” Slinkie looked at me. “Captain, I counted a dozen ships. You as well?”

“That’s right.”

“You saw them?” There was something about the way Lionside asked this. All the warning bells went off in my head.

“Yes, of course. A dozen ships. We couldn’t recognize their markings, though.”

“How did you know they were unfriendlies?” Lionside was giving me a stare worthy of a robot—intense and unblinking.

“They tried to attach us and fired on us. They jammed our communications and didn’t respond to our requests to cease and desist.” I hoped Slinkie was picking up how I was answering and would follow suit.

“They also tried to net us,” she added.

“How did you escape?” one of the other military gang asked.

“Captain Outland was able to hyper-jump us to Herion.” Slinkie gave them all a relieved, girlish smile. “I was never so scared. Or so happy to see a planet.”

Good, she’d picked it up. “So, we understand you’ve had problems in your vicinity recently. We’d hoped to avoid it, we didn’t. Any suggestions for how we avoid it when we leave?”

Lionside shrugged. “You could just stay on Herion.”
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I let that one sit for a moment and used said moment to take a quick look at the expressions in the room. They didn’t seem overly threatening, but then again, this was Herion, where the military tended to assume their way was the only way to go.

“As great an idea as that sounds, we do have a job we were hired for.”

“Just what would that be?” Lionside sounded curious in the way of all law enforcement through recorded history.

“We have an order for magma,” Slinkie answered. “For the Ipsita Company.”

“What do they need magma for?” Lionside didn’t sound like he believed us.

“New production. They’re doing something called the ‘Fall of Pompeii’. No idea what it’s about, but the Props Master said it was historical. You know Ipsita—they try to be authentic.”

The only other one from this unit chatting it up spoke again. “Then why not film on Thurge or another volcanic planet?” I took a closer look. He wasn’t quite as big as Lionside, all the way around. He was fairer, too, though I got the impression Slinkie thought Lionside was better looking. No matter, all women loved a man in uniform—I had no trouble hating this guy, too. He was young, younger than me  I was pretty sure. So, why was he the one backing Lionside?

“Ismaliz and Thurge aren’t on close terms right now. Besides, I don’t ask clients why they want something. I just make sure we obtain it for them legally and at our agreed upon price.”

“Aren’t you a saint?” This guy didn’t like me. Okay, I could abide by that. Made hating him easier.

“Excuse me, but who are you?” Slinkie’s voice was back to bewildered. “I thought Bryant… excuse me, Major Lionside, was in charge.” She flashed Lionside a gooey smile. She batted her eyelashes, for good measure. I had to work hard to control my nausea.

Lionside smiled, but it looked forced to me. “Major Nitin has been recently assigned to us. He likes to help out.” He turned to Nitin. “Don’t you, Nigel?”

Nigel Nitin? Herion ran to stupid names.

Nitin nodded. “I’d like an answer, Captain Outland.”

“I’m not a saint. You have to be martyred to be a saint, at least as it’s been explained to me. I’d like my question answered, too. Which was, how do we leave Herion safely in order to go about our legitimate business? I thought Herion Military was in charge of protecting this solar system.”

Lionside sighed. “Yes, we are. I’d like to ask you to delay leaving, Captain Outland. You’re the only ship to survive a run-in with… whoever they are. That you’ve seen the attackers is wonderful in that we can, hopefully, gain some clues as to who’s been destroying ships in our solar space and perhaps ways to stop them.”

“We have no magma on Herion, of course,” Nitin said. He looked supremely smug, like he’d trapped me into a corner.

“So very true. We weren’t headed to Herion, we were going to Runilio.”

“Why not Thurge? So much closer to Ismaliz.”

“And, as I mentioned, those two planets aren’t getting along right now. We thought it would be more diplomatic to get the magma from Runilio. If that’s all right with you, Major.”

“So, why come to Herion, Captain Outland?” Nitin still seemed  to think he had me over some imaginary barrel.

“Well, it could have been because we were being attacked by a dozen nasty ships and wanted to head to the planet that supposedly was here to protect us.”

Lionside nodded. “Nigel, really. Captain Outland did the right thing.” I wondered at this positive statement being sent my way, then realized Lionside was smiling back at Slinkie. Oh well, take the good whenever it hits you, as Great-Aunt Clara used to say, even if it hits you in the stomach.

“Happy to help Herion Military out, but we also have to make money. Don’t get paid until we deliver, sort of thing.”

Lionside nodded. “I’m sure you’d all like to rest and recoup. As long as we can call on you for more details, why don’t you join the rest of your crew and relax a bit.”

“I didn’t see much of a crew,” Nitin said quietly.

I stood and gave him a wide smile. “We like to travel light.” I helped Slinkie up. “I think it’s time for the Governor’s medicine.”

“Yes. Bryant, see you later?”

Lionside stood and gave her that little bow of his. “I’ll make it a priority.” He led us out. “Where will you be staying, Captain?”

“I planned to sleep on the ship.”

“Oh, no. New laws. I understand why you wouldn’t know them. Had to be put in place once these mystery attacks started. All visitors must sleep at an official Herion hotel of some kind.”

“Convenient for the merchants.”

Lionside shrugged. “It’s a bad business out there right now, Captain. Our trade’s been badly affected. I think you’ll find the prices very competitive now.”

This was news. “How long have these attacks been going on?”

“Six months. Long months, too, believe me.”

“We just saw you at Io Station not two weeks ago.”

“Yes. Military are having no issues getting in or out of the solar system. Only military can say this, however.” Lionside looked worried. “I know you have an order you want to fill, Captain, but I  can’t offer you escort. Which means, as soon as you leave Herion, you’re fair game for whatever’s out there. You were lucky once. Do you feel that you’ll be lucky twice?”

“If you do something right more than twice, it’s skill, Major, not luck.”

He chuckled. “True enough. But, truly, consider staying on Herion longer than planned. Maybe with what information you have, we’ll be able to stop the threat quickly and you’ll be able to leave safely.”

“We’ll think about it.”

Lionside gave us, well, Slinkie, the bow, then he turned on his heel and strode off. She stared after him. I kept on hoping he’d trip, but no such luck. He was a skilled strider.

“So, how soon are you going to jump him?”

“Nap, you’re such a moron. We need to find the Governor, fast.”

“Why?”

There’s a look that all men have seen from a woman, at least once in their life, and all women seem to come out of the womb able to do—the “you’re such an idiot” look. Slinkie was giving me that look, big time. “Because I think we’re in trouble.”

“Oh. Right. I knew that. Why do we need the Governor?”

She rolled her eyes, grabbed my arm, and dragged me off. “Because more than just us are in trouble.”
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We found Randolph and the Governor at one of the nicer spaceport hotels, in the bar, at a table for four. This would normally have been somewhere we’d have entered only if we were meeting someone for a job. It was designed along the overstuffed old money decorative theme, a place determined to make anyone who didn’t own half of their own planet feel like the hired help.

“You two have any idea how much this place costs?”

“Not as much as it used to, Alexander.” The Governor handed me a menu. “We took rooms here as well. A suite. We felt you’d want us to remain together.”

“True enough.” I scanned the menu. Prices were down a good sixty percent from the last time we’d been through. Things were as bad as Lionside had insinuated. Thank whichever god Herion currently believed in—we shouldn’t have to sell our internal organs in order to square our tab. “How’d you know to take rooms?”

Randolph sighed and pointed to the small placard on the table. “We can read.”

The placard mentioned the new “no sleeping on your ship” laws. It also mentioned a few others. “Interesting. Did you see that no one’s allowed to stay in any one transient housing unit for more  than fourteen days?”

“Maybe it’s so they can spread the wealth.” Slinkie looked around.

“Then again, what wealth? It’s pretty uncrowded in here.”

“According to the bartender, we’re the first ship from outside the solar system to make it here in months.” Randolph sounded just this side of freaked out. “Nap, I have no idea how we’re going to leave.”

“Leaving, no issues. Living? That’s the issue.”

Slinkie fidgeted with her necklace. “Okay, room’s not bugged. But I still think we want to talk about this somewhere more private.”

I looked around. In addition to us and the bartender, there were two waitresses. I checked them out. Nope, not worth letting Slinkie out of my sight. Well, maybe both of them at the same time could be worth the risk. But not worth it separately. I didn’t want Lionside getting a chance to make time with her. I figured I might have to tie her down to keep him from getting that chance. I thought about tying Slinkie down and my mind wandered off to its happy place.

“Nap!” Slinkie hit my arm, hard.

“Ow! What?”

“I’ve been talking to you for five minutes. Did you hear a word I said?”

Sure, I’d heard words. In my mind. They’d all involved me not stopping what I was doing and doing it to her some more, along with other words like longer, harder, faster, and sexual god. What I hadn’t heard was anything Slinkie had said aloud, right here at the table.

“Ah, refresh my memory.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why do I bother? I think I need to spend time with Bryant and see what he knows that he didn’t tell us in that formal setting.”

I didn’t like where this was headed. “I don’t agree.”

“Why not? Do you have a better idea?”

I didn’t, but saw no reason to say so aloud. “Yes.” The others  looked at me expectantly. Suggesting Slinkie and I spend the next two weeks in bed together and then worry about leaving was probably not going to go over well. I looked at Randolph. “What does Audrey think?”

Randolph sat up straight and gave me a shocked look. “You… you really want to know?”

“Yes.” I was all over the idea of stalling.

Randolph looked like he was going to cry. “Nap, I can’t tell you how much that means to me, and to Audrey.” He stood up. “I’ll be right back!” He ran, literally ran, out of the bar.

I looked at Slinkie and the Governor. “What did I miss? I mean, I must have missed something, because I’ve never seen Randolph that happy about anything.”

Slinkie shook her head. “I have no idea.”

The Governor coughed, hemmed and hawed. He liked to be sure everyone was paying attention. “Randolph has been working on… something special.”

“For himself, us, the ship, or what?”

The Governor actually looked embarrassed. I got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Ah… I think it would be… safe… to say that it’s all of the above.”

“Please, Governor, just tell me this one thing—is whatever ‘it’ is going to break or even bend any Herion laws?”

“Only if they’re new laws since our last visit.” The Governor grabbed the placard. “No non-speaking, non-sentient, non-taxpaying creatures allowed out of quarantine… no imports not listed on the Herion Exchange… no removal of any Herion natural resources, including anything made with at least one Herion natural resource, other than those approved by the Herion council….” He kept on reading. “No, Alexander. I only see new laws pertaining to trade, tariffs and other economic issues. None having to do with, ah, Randolph’s, erm, creation.”

“Creation?”

As I asked this I heard the sound of running feet, two pairs. One  sounded like Randolph—spend half your lives together, and you learn how the other sounds when running for said lives. Or maybe we were just lucky that way.

The other pair, though, sounded odd. Metallic and heavy, and yet, fast.

We turned and looked to see Randolph return. And, lucky me, he wasn’t alone.
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Randolph ran in, dragging along what looked like a woman.

He was holding her hand. Only, she wasn’t a woman, in the sense that I’d ever met one. Because she was metallic.

The Governor had been prepared. But Slinkie and I hadn’t been. We both stared. I felt my mouth go dry and realized my jaw was hanging open. So was Slinkie’s. I slammed mine shut and took the opportunity to gently close hers. She had soft, smooth skin, the kind you wanted to rub your whole body against, all the time.

She rammed her elbow into my ribs and I stopped stroking her face. I also focused back on the matter at hand. My Chief Mechanic had created his own Sexbot.

Audrey, as I knew we would all need to call her, wasn’t bad, all things considered. If you didn’t mind that she was sort of reflective, she was pretty nice to look at. Platinum blonde hair, done in a sort of wavy bob, hourglass figure, pretty face. She was in a white halter dress that went down to just under her knees.

Randolph beamed at us. “Everyone, this is Audrey.”

“We guessed. So, the auto-help program is, what, in Audrey’s brain?” I thought I was taking this very well.

Audrey smiled. It was eerie. Her teeth were also metallic. I figured I needed to have a serious talk with Randolph about what sexual  acts to avoid, pronto. “In a sense, Captain.” Her voice was the same as always, calm and soothing. It still felt like nails on a chalkboard to me. “I am an expansion of the auto-help program. My Randolph has made many important enhancements, so I now have much more capability and can be a more full-fledged member of the crew.”

“We may have to pay taxes on her,” the Governor whispered. He was looking at the placard again. “Not sure if she falls under Herion’s definition of ‘creature’.”

“I’m so excited I almost can’t stand it. Audrey, please, have a seat. Randolph, can I have a word with you in private?”

Audrey settled next to the Governor, who didn’t seem to object. Of course not. He had the hottest humanoid woman and, I’d guess, the hottest robotic woman in the galaxy with him. How the old geezer always managed this, I never knew, and he never felt the need to share.

Made sure Randolph and I were in a corner of the bar, far away from anyone. “Are you out of your mind? How hard up are you? I mean, there are even sex partners for hire on Herion.”

“I didn’t help Audrey achieve her full personhood to have sex with her.” Randolph sounded offended.

“You don’t have or want to have sex with her?” I was now wondering just how far and how bad Randolph’s insanity went. Achieve her full personhood? Who said, let alone thought, things like that? Well, Randolph, clearly, but what normal person?

“Well, only when she wants to. I mean, I would never force myself on her. And, you know, there are times when it’s nicer to cuddle.”

Tried to think of when that would be. Came up blank. “You two cuddle? Isn’t she kind of… hard?”

“Well, I used an aluminum alloy from Quinsarti, which, when combined with…” Randolph was still talking. My mind shut off. He could go for hours about this. About ten minutes later he sounded like he was finishing up. “…and so, she’s supple, almost humanoid. We’re still discussing whether or not to put a skin on her or just let her stay metallic. It’s up to her, of course.”

“Of course.” I wondered what bizarre discovery I was going to make  about the Governor and Slinkie next. Maybe they were passionate lovers. Maybe I’d let myself out of the airlock when we were in deep space if this were so. “So, how does the new Audrey help fly the ship?”

No sooner were the words out of my mouth than I literally knew what Randolph’s answer was going to be. “She can now function as a full copilot.”

“You mean she hooks into the main ship’s computer again and does her usual job?” It was worth a shot, after all.

“No. I mean she can actually fly. By sitting in the copilot’s seat. It’ll make things better—I’ll be able to stay in Engineering, Slinkie can stay in Weapons.”

“Randolph, the two of you never stay in your assigned seats. It’s sort of a given, our crew’s thing. You plop your butt into the copilot’s chair, Slinkie hangs around behind us. I’m used to it.”
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