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  Huge thanks to my brother Nolan for going and getting a

  degree in aerospace engineering just so he could be my own

  personal “There’s no sound in space”guy.

  Though I suppose he would prefer the title:

  “Scientific Advisor.”

  I would also like to clarify, for the sake of his reputation,

  that not quite everything in this book gets his seal of real.


  1.

  WELL, SHIT.

  HUGH STUMBLED AROUND THE room, wincing in pain after stubbing a toe on his desk. His pacing had grown erratic and restless in anticipation of his guest. A shaking hand rested on his polished mahogany desk as he tried to get himself together. After a deep breath, he stood upright again and stole a glance at himself in the mirror to check the part in his grey hair and straighten out his tie. There was never a good reason to let one’s personal appearance suffer, after all.

  Normally space-journey attire was more casual, but he was one of the few who insisted on always being seen in a suit. Call him old-fashioned, but he felt it was a helpful trait to have in his line of work. Everybody else may have felt perfectly at home in those lifeless grey full-body tracksuits, but to him it felt like parading around in public wearing a onesie. One couldn’t expect to be taken seriously if they could not even take themselves seriously. If he was to be treated as an ambassador then he ought to act as one, not a college girl nursing a hangover through a morning class.

  A rumble came from somewhere beyond the blast doors to his office; it was closer this time. It snapped him out of his thoughts and sent him pacing around the room once more, making final preparations. Hasty hands straightened stacks of paper and aligned his space pens. All that movement got his ruddy tie crooked again. He softly snuffed his nose and fixed it, though likely only temporarily. All this waiting was certainly the worst part of all this. Listening to each new rumble, glancing up with each new flicker of the lights, constantly revisiting the question of whether or not he had enough time to use the bathroom first. He almost wished the guy would just show up already.

  The most recent crash served as a harsh reminder that he hadn’t even taken the courtesy to set out a drink for the person on whom he waited. Shoving his papers into disarray again and knocking his pens back out of line, he yanked open a drawer and grabbed two glasses and a bottle of scotch. An empty bottle of scotch. An empty bottle of scotch that he tossed right back in the drawer before rummaging around for the next best thing. He still had some bourbon left; it would have to do. Barely keeping the shaking spout over the glass, he poured the dark liquid until the first glass had the perfect toasting amount in it. But there was none left for the second glass.

  The bottle smashed to pieces as he dropped it on the floor and tried to distribute the bourbon between two glasses. It sloshed between the trembling cups, not growing in quantity, no matter how many times he aerated it back and forth. It was no use; he’d need something else. Maybe some rye? Surely he had some rye. No, he had no rye. He lingered briefly on the bottle of Fireball before shuddering and slamming the drawer shut.

  The rumbling was close enough to be discernible now, with a cadenced peppering of laser shots and armoured individuals falling to the floor. Hugh sighed and put the drinks out of his mind. He used the rare and expensive leather shoes on his feet to sweep the broken bottle under his desk before taking a seat behind it. Using his remaining seconds, he searched the Internet for pictures of cute kids to brandish and claim relationship to. He had quite the brood put together by the time the metallic clangs of a battering ram rang out from behind the room’s only entrance.

  “It’s open!” He choked, trying to sound cheerful.

  Something heavy clanged to the floor and then the doors popped open, revealing a hardened old man with a bald head, cold grey eyes, and a smoking laser rifle. Big but bent, he moved slowly yet powerfully, like a lion without a care in the world. Or universe, since they were in space and all.

  It was difficult to tell if the frown he wore pertained to the situation, or if it was just his resting facial expression. Hugh hoped for the latter; it would give him better odds of not having to face the same fate as his now-lifeless guards.

  “You.” The man grumbled in a gravelly voice.

  “Me!” Hugh strained to grin. “You must be Mister Banks.”

  “Glad we cleared that up.” Banks said in his slow, deadpan tone. “Now get on your feet, hands where I can see ’em, and we’ll do the motions.”

  Hugh didn’t move. Couldn’t afford to show fear; not in his position.

  “Mister Banks, let us conduct ourselves like civilized space beings. Please have a seat.”

  Banks rolled his eyes as he casually adjusted the angle of his hip-held weapon to be a smidge more threatening.

  “I don’t know how new to this espionage thing you are, but this piece of hardware is called a gun. Guy with the gun gets to make the decisions. Now stand your ass up.”

  With his hands raised to his shoulders, Hugh obliged. He was proud of how well he’d maintained his stoicism up until now, especially in the face of such a master of the craft; this Mister Banks was so stoic he almost appeared to be more bored than anything else. His dead eyes studied the diplomat with contempt and his wrinkled face betrayed no masked intent.

  “Are you going to shoot me?” Hugh asked.

  “Probably.” Banks replied with a shrug. “You have something that doesn’t belong to you. We’ll see how I feel after I get it back.”

  “It doesn’t belong to you either.” Hugh retorted, making sure to stay on the offensive side of the argument. “It doesn’t belong to anyone. You can’t cite ownership as a reason to take it back.”

  “I know. That’s why I brought a gun instead of a lawyer.”

  Hugh swallowed as he tried to come up with a response. He wasn’t sure what he had expected of this exchange, but he figured the individual would at least be sophisticated enough to parlay with. But this guy wasn’t even wearing a suit. The way he rummaged through the office, muttering to himself as he turned the place inside out like a drunken gorilla, made Hugh begin to wonder if he even was an individual of any deserved notoriety.

  “Soooo . . . how long have you been doing this henchman thing for?”

  Banks didn’t respond. Now completely ignoring Hugh, he produced a small, glowing, sonic screwdriver-sort of device and proceeded to wave it up and down the walls and shelves like a metal detector. No painting, no light fixture, no potted plastic plant was spared. He pulled the fold-down bed from the wall, ripped the sheets and pillowcases off and tossed them to the floor, and waved his whirring doohickey around some more. There was no anger, no bitterness, no frustration; just method. In fact, if he weren’t carrying that gun, he’d just look like some old geezer who lost his glasses.

  “So what sort of compensation do you get for piecework like this?” Hugh continued to badger. “Do they pay you retainer fees? Flat salary perhaps? Or do they merely bequeath you funds by the job? If so, do targets of measurable renown boost your stipend?”

  A deep breath and heavy exhale was all the response he received for his efforts. Banks had moved from the bed to the personal kitchen area, making no attempt to spare the dishes and tea bags, which he knocked to the floor while rummaging through the cupboards.

  “Ah, strong silent type. I see. Makes your job a bit dull, though, I would assume.”

  “Look, slick,” Banks finally retorted. “If I wanted excitement I would be beating the location of the specimen out of you right now. But I had to skip coffee and breakfast to come deal with your oiled-up ass, so I’m doing this the casual way. Now, is that good with you, or would you rather I come over there and jam one of my fists in that big mouth of yours?”

  The man’s pale expression of death lingered on Hugh for a few moments, just to make sure he drove the point home. He then opened the refrigeration cupboard and began rifling through the contents, all the while muttering something about bureaucrats. Again, the diplomat found himself hard up for a response. He’d achieved audible confirmation of the man’s identity and intent to cause harm. He just needed one final piece.

  Banks appeared to have abandoned his search in favour of making himself a sandwich.

  “That’s theft too, you know,” Hugh sneered.

  Banks turned to face him, expression placid, and shoved his pilfered breakfast into his mouth.

  “Sure is,” he mumbled through the bite. He took his time chewing and swallowing before adding: “Shame you don’t have a gun.”

  “Is that how everything is typically handled on Mars? Here I thought humanity had evolved beyond that since we took to colonizing the solar system.”

  “Well, I guess I’m just a fan of the classics, then.”

  He left the counter and gave Hugh a shove out of the way so he could get at the desk. He paused for a moment to admire it; he likely hadn’t seen very many pieces of real woodwork, even in his old age. He opened the drawers with slightly more care than previous compartments, but ransacked the contents with the same amount of concern.

  “It’s mahogany.” Hugh ran a hand across the lacquered surface. “One of the toughest woods. Don’t suppose your Martian handlers have afforded you any luxuries like that for your office?”

  Banks grunted. It was too ambiguous to be one of agreement. He could just as easily have been providing commentary on the plethora of children’s photos. Either that, or at the broken whiskey bottle hidden under the desk.

  “Or do they even give you an office? Surely if you’re an asset that they’d use to threaten me, then they would give you somewhere to hang your hat when you’re not off playing tough guy on peaceful vessels.”

  Banks stood up. His face was every bit as devoid of expression as ever; and yet something in his weary droopy eyes conveyed a change in temperament. He looked Hugh up and down, as if seeing him for the very first time.

  “Alright, chatterbox, you’ve got me interested. You’re asking all kinds of questions about who I am and what I do. I don’t think it’s ’cause you think I’m cute. So how about you just directly ask whatever it is you really wanna know instead of trying to dazzle me into slipping up.”

  Hugh blinked in surprise.

  “Mister Banks, I am simply making conversation while we are confined to the same room. I thought, since work was why you were here, perhaps you would be more apt to find it a topic worthy of discussion. How is the pay? Do you feel respected by your peers? Do you get dental?”

  “My career as an off-the-books enforcer working on behalf of the Martian government suits my needs just fine. There; any other burning questions?”

  “Just one,” Hugh said with a smirk, relishing in his acquisition of the upper hand. “Are you familiar with the interplanetary laws as established in the ratification of the Vienna Treaty on Diplomatic Relations?”

  “I don’t have to be. I have a gun.”

  Hugh stood up straighter now. The malicious gaze of his would-be assassin no longer frightened him.

  “Well you, sir, will require much more than a sidearm to escape extradition and prosecution should any harm come to me. My diplomatic immunity is firmly established within that treaty, and you have not only verbally identified yourself but also the organization for which you work to any who watch the video feed of this conversation. Your trespass on this ship and subsequent murder of my guards are serious crimes in and of themselves. However, to attack me would constitute an act of war between our planetary nations. Depending on your branch of the Martian military, they may be willing to harbour you despite your current transgressions. But do not think for a moment that they would so much as hesitate to surrender you in order to avoid—ACK!”

  The sanctimonious lecture made an abrupt switch from articulate admonition to a series of choking sounds right around the same moment Banks rolled his eyes and punched Hugh in the throat.

  “I think ‘immunity’ is a bit strong of a word,” said Banks without even pausing to watch the man fall. “Maybe call it: ‘diplomatic discouragement.’”

  From his new spot facing the floor, Hugh’s garbled response was unintelligible.

  Banks picked up the glass of bourbon on the desk, gave it a quick sniff, then downed it in one swig. He then removed the rifle sling from his shoulder and set the whole thing down on the table. Hugh’s face was beet red and he could hardly draw breath without coughs and wheezes. His chest convulsed and his limbs twitched, neither of which were helped when a large foot dug into his stomach and rolled him onto his back. The visage of his interrogator hovered over him, bored as ever. It was an unpleasant-enough sight, even without the errant crumbs trickling down from the man’s open-mouthed chewing.

  “Sorry I had to ruin that for ya,” the hitman mused through masticated whole grains. “You’ve obviously been rehearsing that speech since the moment I got here. Did whoever put you up to this write it?”

  “The Queen . . .” Hugh struggled through coughs. “Sh— she’ll want your head!”

  “Yeahhh, well, she’s been alive since 1926. If she hasn’t learned to live with disappointment yet, then she probably should.”

  “You’re signing your own death warrant, you crazy man! Whoever accesses the databanks of this ship is going to see the holo-rendering of your every move from every angle.”

  “Aw, no. Getting sent to lockup would be such a hassle; I might miss my soaps.”

  Hugh pulled himself to a sitting position and looked up at the arrogant, pale goblin looming over him. The fellow seemed to be an astute individual, if a bit supercilious; surely he could grasp the concept of incriminating himself. And yet despite his best attempts to explain, he still found his Adam’s apple firmly lodged somewhere behind his left ear. But shying away was still not an option. Tough fronts could win battles more hopeless than this one.

  “Scoff if you must, but until you’ve experienced a—”

  “Shu-hey, you, shut up.” Banks shook his head in exasperation. “Listen to me. You’re not a secret agent; you’re a patsy. You have no leverage to make threats, and your plan is stupid. Even if I gave a damn what your old lady thought, it’d be pretty tough for her to form an opinion of me with nothing to go on but a destroyed space boat.”

  Any last remaining grasp Hugh had on a stoic exterior melted away.

  “Oh, don’t look so surprised.” Banks continued. “Did you really think I was going to grab the stuff, then just skip on back to my ship and leave this one adrift? I’m offended.”

  “So . . .” Hugh spoke softly, eyes unblinking. “So . . . What are you going to do?”

  “Good god. Do I have to spell it out for you?” Banks put his hands together, then pantomimed an explosion, complete with sound effects. The diplomat looked on in horror.

  “You—you can’t do that! There’s . . . There’s nearly a hundred people aboard this vessel!”

  “Nah, it’s just you now. I shut down life support everywhere else. Unless you have some freedivers on board for some reason, I’m pretty sure everyone else is back to the mud by now.”

  Hugh blinked.

  “We . . . actually did have some freedivers on board. There was a competition.”

  “Oh.”

  They sat in silence for a moment, both of them glancing at the wall clock and trying to figure out how long it had been.

  “Well then. Guess I got time for another sandwich.”

  He strode over to the counter, leaving Hugh alone on the floor, trying to digest how easily this man had seen through his lies. He knew his personal guards had been pacified, but had this Mister Banks really searched the entire ship well enough to know there was no one else on board? He couldn’t possibly have had time. Either way, there was no sense in trying to come up with a new cover story now. He was best off just sticking to it, for better or for worse. And it was certainly leaning towards the worse. It was in these moments that he was coming to realize how truly alone he was in the inky murk of space, not another soul for millions of miles in any given direction. Just him, Banks, and a ship full of dead bodies.

  “Hey, looks like your mayo synthesizer is out.”

  “WHAT IS IN THE BOTTLE?! What is so important it warrants the cold-blooded murder of nearly a hundred innocent people?”

  The old man sighed as he put down the synth-butter-mayo-spritzer and rubbed his forehead.

  “You mean to tell me . . . that you don’t even know what you stole?! What, were you just at the military base to do some window shopping? Thought it looked pretty and just decided to swipe it like . . . like . . . what are those flying animals you got on Earth that like the shiny things?”

  “I’m not a bloody magpie! Just because I don’t know the specifics of its function doesn’t mean I haven’t been informed of the danger its existence poses to my home world.”

  “Yeah, well . . .” Banks mused, smacking his lips. “You were also informed of the danger my existence poses to your home body. Which one are you fonder of?”

  “M-my . . . Me?”

  Banks grunted. His thin wrinkled lips twisted into a slight smirk.

  “But I don’t have it anymore!” He pleaded. “I . . . I sent it home in a cargo capsule! Because I knew you would come and I wanted to take precau—”

  Banks silenced him with a kick to the stomach. Hugh whimpered as he curled into the foetal position. A steady finger, pale as a corpse, pointed downward at him.

  “I mighta believed that if you opened with it. But you’re too late, and now I’m getting impatient. You feeding me bullshit only wastes my time and sours my neighbourly demeanour. Now, you either tell me where you hid it, or I’ll put a hole in your face and go back to my original plan of finding it.”

  “Please! I have children!”

  “Oh, please; a third of these kids are Indian.”

  “My wife is Indian.”

  “Oh really? And what about these ones? You got a Chinese mistress?”

  “N-no, we’re just . . . Mormon?”

  Banks snatched his rifle off the desk.

  “Shit.” Hugh hissed. “I should have grabbed that while you were pilfering my condiments.”

  “Don’t worry. It’s got fingerprint recognition, so it wouldn’t have worked anyway.”

  He dug the muzzle into Hugh’s eye socket. The would-be spy clenched his teeth.

  Click.

  Hugh opened his non-obstructed eye just in time to see Banks flipping a switch near the sights.

  “Heh, forgot to turn it back on.” He chuckled. “Let’s try that again.”

  “WAIT.”

  “Hrm? Suddenly remember something?”

  Hugh was panting now. His eyes were bloodshot and sweat poured down his artificially tanned face. His formerly parted hair and well-tended suit were the farthest they had ever been from presentable, but such petty inclinations were the least of his worries now. In fact, given the juncture this interaction had reached, the more pathetic and helpless he looked, the better.

  “I . . . I have money.” He offered.

  “Oh, for god’s sake.” Banks scoffed, looking around the room. “In my fifty years of doing the dirty work, you think nobody has ever pitched me that crap before?”

  “But I have rather a lot!”

  “That’s good. Hopefully it’s enough to put thirty-three little Mormon kids through college.”

  “Oh god! Stop! Stop! It’s in the drawer! It’s in the bloody drawer!”

  Banks retracted his laser rifle and looked at the desk.

  “You’ll have to be more specific.”

  “Bottom drawer.” Hugh gasped, trying to push his heart from his throat back into his chest. “Right side.”

  Banks nudged the drawer open with his foot. Liquor bottles clinked as they shuddered back and forth. At first, he raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth, but rather than making comments or accusations, he decided to take a knee and reach inside.

  One by one he picked up the bottles. After inspecting the labels, he gave them each a gentle shake. Most of them responded with the sloshing of fluid, or occasionally with no sound at all. Either way, he would discard each one onto the floor next to the shattered scotch. As the booze stock began to dwindle to the final containers, the gnarled poker face of the interrogator began to show foreboding tells like flared nostrils. That is, until the second-to-last bottle produced neither slosh nor silence, but instead a cadenced clinking, like Gordon Ramsay’s swear jar. Banks turned the bottle over in his hand.

  “Fireball . . .” He mumbled, reading the label. “You come straight here from spring break?”

  “I didn’t procure it for my consumption, you cretin.” Hugh grumbled. “I suspected my pursuer would have too much class to even touch the bottle and would instead pick one of the others if he made it this far.”

  “You got a strangely high opinion of hired killers.”

  Hugh frowned.

  “I wasn’t expecting a hired killer. I was expecting someone like myself. A consummate professional who refrains from brutish tactics, only performing them when necessary. Someone who relies on wit as their primary weapon.”

  “Riiiiiiight.” Banks said with a nod. “Well, we used to use guys like that. But they always ended up getting shot by hired killers.”

  A burst of blaster fire echoed through the room, followed by a soft thud and slow footsteps toward the door.


  2.

  SPACE TRUCKIN’

  GOOD SPACE MORNING, LADIES and gentlemen of the SS Jefferson. This is your captain speaking. Can anybody guess where we’re going? That’s right, we’re still homeward bound back to everybody’s favourite marble orbiting Earth! Looks like we’ve got some good space weather ahead of us, so strap on your belts and put those tray tables up, and in a few moments, we’ll boldly go where only a couple billion people have gone before!”

  “Tim, honey, you really don’t have to use the PA system. We’re all sitting right here.”

  “I know, baby, but it helps me feel more like a captain. Not just a boss.”

  Captain Cox rose from his roomy chair and let his vintage microphone retract back into the ceiling between him and Kim. Despite being second-in-command, his wife always let him do the honours. Although a man of average height, average build, and average amount of forehead creases for a fellow in his early fifties, he prided himself in greeting each day with enough energy to make a puppy tell him to calm down. Head held high and pouty lips idly sipping from his “Universe’s Best Space Captain” mug, he strolled across the bridge of his beloved vessel. Both his long blond hair and his coffee-stained bib dangled down when he stopped and hovered over his first crew member.

  “Well, good morning, Miss Wang.” He greeted his pilot sweetly, putting his free hand on her shoulder. “How was your night?”

  “Myeh.”

  Not bad. It might not have been the most spirited response, but it was at least almost a real word this time. A marked improvement over the haughty grunts she would often offer.

  “Well that’s good,” the captain chirped, taking the opportunity to rest an elbow on the back of her chair. “Why don’t you tell me about it!”

  No response. The excessive amount of caring contained within the question seemed to overload the teenager’s affection fuses and shut her down. Her dark eyes and perpetual pout remained transfixed on the screen in front of her, and the captain, despite his proximity, appeared to cease to exist. Cox had to be careful how much he meddled, as she was known to remain motionless for hours sometimes if bothered too much, all the while stubbornly staring forward with a constant stony focus on her unexpressive face.

  “Aaaaand he doesn’t stick the landing,” the captain mused between sips. “Very well, miss mysterious! Your secrets shall remain safe for another day. Buuuuuuuuuut . . .”

  He forfeited formality and took a knee, hushing his voice before using her first name. “Look, Whisper . . . Did you at least take my advice and have some shore leave back at the asteroid? I know they aren’t as fun as planets or moons, and the miners can be drunk and kind of molest-y, but I bet they’d have some interesting stories! Or . . . I don’t actually know, they kind of freak me out too. This is getting a little hypocritical.

  I’m just saying you really can’t stay cooped up in this tin can all the time. It’s bad for ya.”

  Success! His compelling words breached past her mighty wall of aggressive ignoring and drew the young lady’s face back around. Her resting expression could have been more promising, but it was a start.

  “Oh my god. Really? Tin? You think the ship is made of tin? ’Cause we’re totally flying through space in a baked potato. Yep, definitely not titanium or anything.”

  “Titanium, huh! The only metal strong enough for space.”

  “Okay, it’s not just a big hunk of titanium. Like, there’s alloys and stuff . . . ”

  “Well, I will definitely keep that in mind for future analogies.” Cox smiled and used his hand to muss her black hair like she were some kind of rascally child. “And hopefully you’ll keep my advice in mind and get out for real at our next stop. I heard those weird sounds coming out of your quarters again last night. I don’t know what you’re always doing in there, and frankly, I don’t wanna know.”

  He got to his feet and continued his rounds. His cup was empty, but he continued to sip nonetheless in order to maintain an air of aloof worldly wisdom. The differences between a boss and a captain were not so unlike the differences between a father and a dad, after all. No matter who his crew may have waiting on their respective rocky-bodies of origin, once aboard this ship they were all family. As the patriarch of the family, it was his job to supply equal and adequate doses of both love and discipline to help his surrogate children grow into happy, healthy space-people.

  The fact that Donald, his communications officer, had already grown into a self-sufficient thirty-something man with his own set of beliefs and opinions made filling that role a little bit more difficult. And occasionally awkward.

  “Morning, Donny.” He took a knee next to the slouching space-receptionist. “Hope you’re not too hungover this morning, hey, big guy? Be honest with me. Didja get out and score some tail?”

  Donald snorted. His small, half-closed eyes rolled upward under his low-hanging brows while one hand reached up to scratch at the tangled ball of black curls perched atop his spherical head.

  “You think I went out there?! Everybody knows asteroid mining camps are where fugitives go to lay low. All it takes is one screengrab of me sitting within five feet of someone on some government’s shit list and then poof! I’m hanging upside down in a retrofitted bathroom somewhere in Guantanamo Docking Bay being used as a test subject to develop a new strain of AIDSbola! No thanks. Sooner we’re back in transit, the better.”

  The captain nodded.

  “Classic Donny, always usin’ your noggin’! Say, buddy, we got any messages?”

  Donald sighed as he minimized Half-Life 3 to check. His greasy fingers smeared the touch screen as they thumbed through the hundreds of tabs he had open until, finally, he arrived at the message center—the only piece of software meant to be installed.

  “Uhhhh, let’s see . . . There’s something here from some chick named Doctor Pia Dickinson.”

  “Huh?” Kim raised her head from her e-book, brushing long brown hair away so she could see. “That’s not our doctor. Who is that?”

  “Was I not supposed to read that out loud?” Donald asked with all the concern of a man asking how his mother-in-law was doing. “Whoops.”

  “No, no, that’s just Pia from college! It’s nothing; she’s just been wanting to show me her lab. Do we have any other—” His voice trailed off. “Wow, Donny . . . We need to get IT to check out your spam filter when we dock. There’s a lot of, uh, spam making it into your inbox here.”

  “If we’re gonna do that, can we get me a real computer that’s not an antique? I didn’t even know they still made displays you had to touch. I can’t even eat while using this thing.”

  “Sure thing, buddy.” Cox acknowledged. He tried to muss Donald’s dark curly hair too, but retracted it quick enough to dodge the catlike swat of the lad’s pudgy hand. “Just write it on the list.”

  Donald groaned.

  “I’ve had it on the list for months. You’ve never even looked at it.”

  “Whoa there, space cowboy. I’m not sure what you’re thinking of, but I’ve had a list posted outside my captain’s quarters since the day I hired you guys, and nobody has ever written anything on it.”

  “ . . . You mean that piece of paper? I thought that was part of your antique collection.”

  “Noooo!”

  The captain clenched his fists with conviction, ignorant to how much he was overreacting.

  “Penmanship is a dying art, Donny! It’s like a visual representation of the sound of your voice. It’s beautiful. Cultivate it. Share it!”

  “ . . . Or we could just program a reminder for our next stop like normal people.”

  “Just do this for me, Ensign! Think of it like team building.”

  “Did you just call me ‘Ensign?’”

  Cox nodded to himself with a cheeky grin as he turned away. Another morning pep talk nailed. Encouraging but unflinching, with just a smidge of informative: the perfect recipe to erode negativity. He’d have a Grand Canyon’s worth of erosion worn into ol’ Donny before the kid even knew it!

  With one to go, he turned to the last chair on the bridge. Rather than speak, however, he decided to keep this pep talk to himself. He knew it would have no effect. Few conversations ever went anywhere when conducted with empty chairs.

  “Uhhhh, Kim, honey? Looks like we’re missing a soldier.”

  “She’s down by the reactor.” Kim replied without looking up. “You know. Where she always is?”

  “What’s she down there for?! I told everyone to get to their stations.”

  Kim shrugged.

  “That is her station. She’s our engineer.”

  “Well, yeah . . . but everybody else knew I meant to get to their station on the bridge.”

  “That’s because we don’t have multiple stations.”

  “Well, look at you, making points and knowing answers!”

  Kim smirked at him, then went back to her ebook while Cox clapped his hands together and whirled around the bridge, taking in all his surroundings.

  “Well, alright!” He addressed nobody in particular. “This is good! This can work. At least now we have a spot where Willy can sit.”

  The three of them all looked up from what they were doing.

  “Who?” Kim asked, breaking the silence.

  “Willy! Our new—oh . . . crap, I forgot to let him in!”

  He dashed across the room, leaping over Ms. Wang’s terminal then skidding across the floor. The resulting crash into the wall only served to stop him long enough for him to check his hair in a mirror before punching the doorway’s entry code—to the tune of “Funky Town”—and opening his arms wide as it slid open.

  “Heyyyy, there he is! Come in and meet everybody!”

  Kim’s jaw dropped as Cox carelessly led the tall and rather heavyset fellow with a scraggly beard and matching brown bedraggled ponytail inside. With an arm around the man’s shoulder, he showed off his pride and joy. They marched over to the vacant chair, ignorant to Kim’s subtle attempts to get Cox’s attention, and the captain practically pushed him into it.

  “Why don’t you get up and introduce yourself?” Cox suggested.

  “Hello,” the man offered sheepishly as he struggled to rise. “Uh, I’m—”

  “This is Willy Padilla!”Cox interjected, patting his shoulder hard enough to make him sit again. “He’s our newly assigned security guard, here to keep us all safe while we deliver this sweet, sweet . . . Uh, what are we carrying again?”

  “Rhodium.” Kim answered flatly. Her lips were pursed and her arms were folded, but Cox was too excited to notice.

  “Rhodium! Delicious! So yeah, Mister Padilla here will be flying with us for the next few days as we race across the galaxy with our precious cargo.”

  “Tim!”

  Like a herd of spooked animals, everyone else on the bridge snapped their heads in Kim’s direction. The first mate gave them a weak smile and then addressed her captain slightly more affably.

  “Can I have a moment?”

  “Oh yeah, sure! That’s a good idea, actually. Let the crew mingle without worrying about being judged by the boss man. I gotcha.”

  “Just . . . just come here.”

  Confused but obedient, Cox shrugged and gave Willy a finger-gun-gesture before following Kim into the conference room, a room that never got used, because every conference seemed to just take place right there on the bridge. Once inside, Kim punched the same code as before to shut the door behind them.

  “Tim, what is tha—”

  “Baby, lemme just stop you for one little second.” Cox interjected. “This is sounding to me like the beginnings of a stern talking-to, and you and I both agreed we’d turn off the gravity during chats like these to help ease the tension.”

  “No, honey, I know . . . but this will just take a second.”

  Her voice trailed off as she watched him fiddle with the wall terminal and her dark hair began to float around. She crossed her arms as her captain gently pushed off the floor and whizzed around the room whilst kicked back in a reclining position. After a few moments of gazing through a window into the sea of stars, he beckoned her upwards, lips curled into a welcome smile. With a slight sigh, she kicked off the floor and glided after him.

  “Tim, why am I just now hearing about that man on our ship?”

  “You mean Willy? I told you, he’s security. Y’know, to keep us secure! Think of him like a weasel; he’ll keep out pests, but he won’t steal your socks.”

  Kim frowned.

  “Look, I’m as surprised as you are!” He qualified. “I didn’t think we’d get him until our next dispatch. But the boss man paid to have him meet us at the asteroid. I couldn’t just take off without him!”

  “We’ve never had security before. Why now?”

  Cox shrugged as he walked up the wall into a backward somersault.

  “I don’t know, really . . . I guess with Earth and Mars doing all their extra bickering these days, it’s got the guys down at the depot worried about their shipments. Maybe they think we might accidentally smuggle insurgents or something. And let’s not forget space pirates. You know we’ve had a couple close calls.”

  “It was nothing we couldn’t handle.” She huffed. “But fine, we need a security guy. What about our agreement that you wouldn’t hire new crew without me vetting them first?”

  “Have I ever told you I love how extra sultry your voice gets when you’re interrogating me about something?”

  “Have I ever told you that compliments don’t get you out of trouble?”

  He placed his palm against his chin as if resting his head in thought, despite being suspended upside down with his feet brushing against the ceiling.

  “Okay . . . but I didn’t hire—”

  “You know what I mean! You knew he was coming. All I’m asking is for you not to spring this stuff on me. This is your ship; I can acknowledge that. But we are a team. And as a team, we lead the rest of the team. I like to know who is on my team. I’m saying team a lot. Look, now you’ve brought some guy on our ship that I didn’t get to interview like I did with Whisper and Donald and Whatshername down in engineering. . . . Can you stop doing pullups for a second?”

  “Sorry. I thought maybe I could multitask.”

  Kim tried to put her hands on her hips, but quickly grabbed the wall again to right herself.

  “Look, I know you don’t take these things as seriously as I do. And maybe I’m just crazy. But you agreed to put up with it!”

  “Whoa, whoa, come on.” Cox protested. He abandoned the rafter he clung to and floated down to her level.

  “You’re not crazy! You’re just cynical and paranoid. I love that about you! I didn’t marry you just because of your rockin’ body and the fact you look like Marisa Tomei.”

  “Who?”

  “Ahhh, she’s an old actress. Won sexiest woman alive like eighteen times. Doesn’t matter. Look, the point is you’re right! I should have run this by you before bringing him on the ship, and for that I am sorry. Let’s just try and stick this out for the trip home, and if you don’t like him when we get back, then I’ll petition for a replacement.”

  Kim raised an eyebrow.

  “And what if he’s a troublemaker on the way home?”

  Cox dismissed the notion with a mighty “pshhaw” as he returned the room to normal gravity and punched the door code.

  “Okay, now you’re being crazy! He’s one guy and his name is Willy; how bad could he be?”

  The door opened to reveal Whisper and Donald hiding behind support pillars as the large, shabby security agent attempted to shoot cups off a counter while blindfolded.

  “Oh, great. He has a gun.” Kim uttered with syrupy sarcasm.

  They both hopped behind their respective sides of the doorway.

  “Look, it’s not the end of the world,” Cox insisted as stray laser blasts struck the other side of the wall he leaned against. “Who knows? Maybe if we get into trouble we’ll be glad he has it! Don’t worry, I’ll sit him down and have a talk about proper gun etiquette.”

  Kim rolled her eyes, but couldn’t hide the faint traces of amusement manifesting at the corners of her mouth. “Good luck with that. I need to go take care of some things.”

  She got down on her hands and knees and proceeded to crawl down an adjoining corridor until she was out of the potential line of fire. As she disappeared, Cox took a deep breath and smoothed the front of his space-onesie before stepping back into the warzone.

  “Captain on the bridge!” He barked to his subordinates.

  He wished he could say everyone snapped to attention— maybe snapped a salute, with faces eager at the prospect of carrying out orders. Instead, everyone just looked at him. Willy stopped firing his gun to lift his blindfold, though, so there was that.

  “Sorry, boss.” The security guard muttered as he lowered his weapon.

  Cox waved off the apology.

  “I like the enthusiasm, buddy! Maybe save it for some bad guys, though. Stay sharp!” He turned to the rest of his crew.

  “Everyone else, back to your posts. I don’t know what rhodium is, but right now it may as well be gold. I hope it’s strapped in tight. Let’s burn up some quarter miles.”

  “Oh my GOD.” Whisper’s aggravated voice rang out from somewhere nearby. “Rhodium is worth, like, ten times as much as gold.”

  “Miss Wang, can your highly valuable insight wait until after we have a triumphant take-off? I want us all to have a moment!”

  She rolled her eyes and returned her attention to her terminal. Having moments seemed about as important to her as emoting. Her pale, dainty fingers drummed up and down the screen, creating beeps and boops and whoops and whirs, all of which were superfluous sound effects that Cox had installed to make the job “sound more science-y.”

  Meanwhile, outside, magnetic docking mechanisms began to release leaving the large, shaft-shaped ship adrift like a temporarily neglected volleyball. Tiny mounted rockets rotated it away from the space rock upon which it sat with remarkable grace for such a colossal craft. In spite of his job description, Cox was no stickler for speed, and thus had had the cosmoboat built to match. It might be slow, but it was big enough to carry impressive loads, hard enough to handle the harshness of space, and it would always get its riders where they wanted to go. At the end of the day, those were really the most important qualities to Cox.

  IN TRANSIT, THINGS ON board calmed down. Willy’s gun was safely stowed until such time that his behaviour was deemed sufficiently “de-monkeyfied.” Now, with his only toy confiscated and the wind out of his sails, the security officer meandered about the new digs whilst settling into the dull life aboard a freighter. No matter what one’s position, there wasn’t much to do while—figuratively—on the road. Donald had returned to his digital distractions, and even Whisper had kicked back in her pilot’s chair with a pair of telegoggles. Cox himself had settled in next to the plastic plants. In his hands, he rubbed together two peculiar knickknacks that nobody living in this century was likely to recognize.

  Willy gave one last look around, as if in search of any alternative, before he finally took a spot of his own by the greenery. Cox looked up with a warm smile as the big fella settled in beside him.

  “This ship is weird.” Willy mused in his husky voice. “Not in a bad way or nothing. Just that most are all metal and empty and stuff. Now I’m on here and you got like, painted walls and a couch and a throw rug and . . . man, are these wood floors?!”

  Cox chuckled. “Ah, I wish I coulda found someone willing to make floors out of wood.” He sighed and continued. “Laminate was all I could find. Nice to know it still ties the room together, though!”

  “It’s nice! It’s old-school cool. But what do you guys do in here all day?!”

  The captain shrugged.

  “Oh, we get by. We all have our hobbies to stave off cabin fever. And every now and then I convince the gang into a board-game night. There’s also a holodeck down by the cargo hold, but make sure you knock real loud before going inside.” Willy sat there nodding continuously, like a freestyle rapper having trouble coming up with a line.

  “Everything’s so automated and reliable now.” Cox continued. “There’s no more daily chores to keep us on our toes and keep the ship from falling apart. No whales or giant squids to contend with. No mysterious uncharted islands to happen upon. Everybody just sits around like lumps on logs. There’s no adventure anymore. Nobody even wants excitement.”

  He looked down at the toys in his hands.

  “Even scrimshawing ain’t what it used to be. The pioneers used to kill for some downtime to do this! Why don’t you have a seat and I’ll teach you how.”

  “Ahhh . . .” His security officer hemmed, or maybe hawed. “Maybe later. Where’s your kitchen at? I think I’ma go zap up myself a soup packet or something.”

  “Oh, we don’t have a zapper.”

  “No? Oh, you got them little insta-heat capsules?”

  “We have a microwave.” Donald snarled from across the room, voice reeking of disdain.

  Willy blinked.

  “What’s that?”

  “Hey, don’t knock the microwave!” Cox admonished. “You don’t know what this untested new stuff is doing to our food. Our ancestors survived for hundreds of years on microwaves, and they never had any problems.”

  He turned to his confused new recruit, who sat flustered and frozen, not sure whom to trust.

  “Don’t worry about him; just put your packet in and set a cook time. It takes a little bit longer than an InstaZap™, but it’ll be just as good!”

  “Better pull up a chair and find a movie too.” Donald called to Willy as he walked away.

  The captain watched him go, then shut the door behind him. Since his naturally cheerful face was unable to form a frown, he folded his arms to attempt assertiveness after turning around to admonish his communications officer.

  “Always so negative!” He said along with a waggle of his finger. “Why, Donny?! Who hurt you?”

  “Why do you always think some kind of tragedy must have happened every time I don’t like your prehistoric crap?”

  “First of all, all my artefacts have great historical significance! Second of all . . . uh, you’re a smart guy; you know what I mean!”

  Donald’s eyes returned to his screen. “Nope.”

  Seeing the man’s attention starting to lapse, the captain reacted with a dignity befitted to an authority figure of his calibre: by chucking his knickknacks in opposing directions and scampering across the floor to the aforementioned terminal.

  “See? There it is again. Always such a downer. It’s like a malodorous ghost that possesses you for the purpose of ruining fun!”

  “Where do you come up with all these projections?!”

  “You’re just so negative! Maybe you should be the captain. We could call you Captain Negative!”

  “Hey, boss?” Willy called from the doorway to the galley. “I think your microwave thing is broken. I zapped the packet for ten whole seconds and it didn’t even unfreeze.”

  “Just keep doing it until it’s hot. Trust me!” Cox barked, not taking his eyes off Donald.

  “Can I be the captain?” Donald asked.

  “You may not. I bought this ship; it’s mine. But I like that ambition! I want to see more of that.”

  He got to his feet and ran his fingers through his wavy hair as he strolled back to the ship’s bow. The bridge was far and away his favourite spot on his giant shaving-cream can of a vehicle. It was the only place where one could sit and stare out into the infinite and wonder what wonderment lay beyond the scope of human achievement. There was many a time during long deliveries that he had to resist the urge to abandon his duties, kick Whisper off the controls, and go space-spelunking in search of things yet to be found. Fortunately, he was rational enough to know he’d just die hungry, cold, and probably divorced.

  So instead, he simply stared. Stared at the stars, stared at the satellites, stared at the impressive amount of floating garbage that had accumulated over the years. There was always something floating around out there. But the most prominent object in view had to be the impressive red planet, Mars, formerly known as New America, formerly known as Mars. As a technically-Earth-controlled vessel, it was probably in his best interest to stay out of their devoid-of-air-space. They were a bit touchy about that.

  Relations between the two planets were set up for failure right from its colonization four hundred or so years ago. After his wall was a colossal failure, and his attempts to “fire” Mexico proved ineffectual, then-President Trump, in a fit of frustration, re-allocated the entire defense budget into his Space Force idea. This last-ditch measure to make good on his anti-immigration policies by moving the US to Mars was received with mixed reviews. Like his campaign, at first people thought it was a joke. Unbeknownst to them, the irony of invading a planet to prevent people from invading his country was entirely lost on their glorious leader. The fact he wanted to relocate not only the population but literally the entire landmass didn’t help the idea’s credibility either. Apparently, he had read an xkcd article and mistakenly concluded he could funnel the United States nuclear reserve underground and use it to blast their way up. But after narrowly defeating Senator West to win a second term, all he managed to get started was a terraforming mission. Any of the mysterious plan that remained was lost after his tragic assassination at the hands of radicals protesting his decision to expand the list of capital-punishment offences.

  The tragedy proved disastrous for America’s long-term survival. As all his cabinet members had abandoned him one by one, the late president had instead chosen to appoint himself to each position, including Vice President, Speaker of the House, and Grand Moff of the Space Force. Once again, people thought this was a joke, right up until he used the FBI to enforce the appointments. Therefore, with no contingencies in place for such an event, his untimely death created a power vacuum from which the once-mighty nation simply could not recover. Desperate consolidation attempts were made, but ultimately everyone agreed to disagree and went their separate ways. Some went to Mexico, some went to Canada, some went to Kokomo. Eventually other countries swooped in to pick up the pieces, and before long, all that remained of the Trump administration was a giant green-and-blue blotch that marred the red planet like a spot of (terraformed) mould.

  “DUUUUDE, this is taking forever!!” Willy’s voice rang out as he found his way back into the bridge. “Whoa! What! Why are we going to Mars?!”

  “WHAT?!” Donald barked across the room. He hopped out of his chair and waddled up to the window. “You’re taking us to Mars?! Are you crazy?! We’re at war, man! They’ll impound the ship and throw us in a room with fluorescent lights and strap us to beds with double-digit thread counts while they tickle us and force us to listen to the Meow Mix song for hours on end!”

  He only stopped upon the introduction of his captain’s hands clamping down on either shoulder. Cox couldn’t seem to decide whether he was trying to restrain the fellow or massage away his dismay.

  “Whoa, whoa, take it easy, you guys! We’re not going to Mars. It’s just aligned between Earth and the belt right now, so we gotta drive by it.”

  “Oh.” They both spoke in unison. Donald scratched at his face for a moment before turning to shuffle back to his seat.

  “And war is a pretty strong word, Donny!” The captain continued, hoping to keep conversation alive. “Mars just wants to sabotage our economy into failure so that they can have exclusive domain over the asteroid belt. It’s totally different.”

  “Doesn’t that just mean it’s a cold war?” Willy asked.

  “Yeah, sure, you could call it that!”

  Donald blew a raspberry.

  “Yeah, another cold war so we can get another fresh batch of spy movies to distract us from the government stripping all our rights away for our own protection!”

  Now it was Cox and Willy’s turn to shuffle in discomfort. The communications officer stalked back to his station and sank into his bean-bag chair—the one piece of Cox’s antique collection he expressed any affection for. After a few beats, the captain cleared his throat.

  “Well . . . I can take you to Mars then, if you want. That way you won’t have any rights to strip?”

  Not even a sarcastic chuckle of acknowledgement from Donny. Cox mentally shrugged; if it were too easy to amuse him, then it wouldn’t be an accomplishment when he succeeded! He’d try again later. For now, he would just enjoy the view. Getting to be in such close proximity to Mars on the way home didn’t happen often, after all. That said, it happened every two years so it wasn’t exactly rare either. But like other biennial events nobody really cares about, such as the World Scrabble Championship or the Pyongyang International Film Festival, if it’s happening right in front of you and you have nothing else to do, why not give it a look?

  Tiny specks of ships buzzed around the green Mars nipple like fruit flies. Many of them were probably delivery ships like his own, arriving home to dispense their plunder, or space buses ferrying citizens from orbital housing down to the surface. Intermixed among them would be the border patrol, of course; keeping an eye out of possible interlopers—whenever they weren’t pulling people over for speeding or tethered skiing in high traffic zones. But whenever Cox looked down at areas with a high volume of vehicles from above he would inevitably find himself having the same thought:

  I wonder how many of these people are drunk right now.

  Before long, the red planet had drifted by, and the milling ships began to blur together until they were mere static disrupting Cox’s (inter)stellar view. That is, all except for one: a large transport craft drifted along just outside the Martian border rather sluggishly for a vessel of its size. For reasons he was unsure of, something about it just didn’t seem right to him. It could have been the fact that none of its rockets were activated. The way it drifted sideways in the direction of nothing in particular was also a tad bizarre, but that could be a minor oversight that would be corrected once orders were received.

  However, when every other ship around oriented themselves in the same direction, the fact that it floated along inverted like a limp, dead fish was something he just couldn’t find a way to rationalize.


  3.

  BREAK OUT THE

  REDSHIRTS AND

  BROWN PANTS

  LOOK ALIVE, SPACE CADETS!” Cox announced to his crew, tossing his whale bone aside so his hands could be free to clap. “Trouble on the port bow!”

  “I thought you said I was an ensign.”

  The captain shook his head.

  “Space cadet’s not a rank, it’s—never mind. Come take a look at this.”

  Donald grumbled but complied nonetheless. With a grunt of exertion, he hoisted himself off his bean bag and proceeded to the viewport. Once there, he quickly saw the object of his captain’s fascination. The vessel continued to drift like a child’s abandoned bath toy. Maybe all those video games had desensitized him, but he didn’t seem particularly perturbed by the sight.

  “Look at that ship, Donny. What do you make of it?”

  “I dunno. It’s not doing anything?”

  “Exactly! And it looks like an Earth ship! Why would it be all adrift way out here by Mars, rotated in a different direction than everybody else?!”

  “I dunno. Who cares? They can orient themselves however they want. Maybe it’s Australian.”

  “Haha! Oh, you jokester! But no, this is suspicious. I think that ship is in trouble.”

  In trouble. The words rang through the ears of everyone in the spacefaring living room. Way back in the olden days, citizens couldn’t say the word bomb when they were on an airplane, no matter the context. Things as benign as words could be rendered taboo simply based on the implication of what could follow their utterance. However, the anathema surrounding the words “In trouble” was not universal to space travel. It was, rather, exclusive to the SS Jefferson. So exclusive that only from the mouth of Captain Tim Cox were they cause for alarm. Similar alarm could also be inspired by uses of words and phrases such as “Slight detour” or “It’ll be an adventure.”

  “Oh, come on!!” Donald protested. “We’ve never made it back to the depot in time for an early-bird bonus. If we just stay on course, we could do it this time for once!”

  “Look down there at that ship, Donny! They’re in distress, man! If we don’t go down and save them, then who will?”

  He pressed his face up against the window like a kid at the zoo. A second later he pulled away because he was fogging the glass and couldn’t see.

  “Oh really? You wanna ‘save’ them?!” The communications officer pressed, getting his money’s worth on that communications degree of suspect origin. “Kind of like that time you made us drive way off course to ‘save’ Earth from that asteroid that you were sure was gonna hit it?”

  “And thanks to us it didn’t!”

  “You dumped our cargo to knock it off its collision course that you said you ‘eyeballed!!’”

  “You can’t always trust computers! Sometimes you gotta go with your gut. Now get to your station and check if they’re sending any distress signals.”

  “They’re not.” Whisper cut in. The petite woman leaned over Donald’s sweat-stained bean bag and visibly winced as she put her hands on his greasy touch screen, clicking away with a frantic urgency. “I just checked this gross computer, and there’s nothing. At all. Not like I’m an expert or anything, but I’m pretty sure they want to be left alone.”

  The captain raised his hands toward her as a silent plea. “Not you too! Why are you guys so opposed to a slight detour?!”

  Donald and Whisper both winced.

  “Uh . . .” The pilot mumbled. “Probably ’cause the last time we did a ‘detour’ was when you thought you discovered a new comet. We chased it it for freakin’ ever; even dumped our cargo so we could keep up. And when we finally caught it we found out it was just a big blob of jettisoned cruise-ship poo!”

  “And the Better Business Bureau gave me a great finder’s fee for catching a ship illegally dumping space waste!”

  “We spent it all on fuel costs!”

  Besought on either side by forces both more combative and riled up than himself, Cox’s normally expressive hands started to lose their eloquence. As he backed back towards his chair they became little more than punctuation for the “er”s and “um”s he offered while trying to form a rebuttal.

  “You guys are being crazy! That’s like two things. Everybody’s got some stuff that they’ve messed up before.”

  “Dude, you’re famous!” Willy chimed in from the kitchen. He had abandoned trying to work the microwave and instead just stuck a fork in the now semi-frozen block of soup. “I remember seeing you on the news that time you dropped all your space rocks on a radio station because you thought you intercepted coded messages to Mars.”

  Captain Cox pursed his lips as he ran a smooth, manicured hand through his hair. He wasn’t embarrassed by reminders of past blunders; he would still make them and others like them without a moment’s hesitation. He was the captain, after all. But while captaincy allowed him to execute such endeavors, it didn’t grant him the ability to make his crew appreciate or even understand the rationale behind them. Maybe he had to be an admiral for that. Or a lion tamer. People probably didn’t question their methods.

  He folded his hands and straightened up. Blue eyes flashing, he smiled down at his worried crew with the same smile worn by a stepdad trying to endear himself to some kids that just aren’t having it and addressed them with a tone to match.

  “Lemme just say, guys, I am really glad you’re comfortable enough to come to me with your concerns. Making sure that you all feel valued is one of the most important things to me; it’s really a cornerstone of any effective crew.”

  “Does that mean you won’t make us go?” Whisper asked.

  Cox squinted at her with his mouth hanging open slightly.

  “Welllllllll, no.” He replied, trying to perk up the letdown with a finger gun gesture. “Don’t get me wrong, having a rapport with you guys is important to me, but so is maintaining my captainly authority by making you do stuff you don’t want to. So go draw straws for positions on the away team!”

  Whinges and protestations fell upon deaf ears like the smoke alarm in a senior’s home. However, Whisper’s discontent soon gave way, and she begrudgingly set off to cut some straws.

  Donald’s defiance wasn’t so easily trumped.

  “Get Co-Captain Kim.” He snapped at Willy. “She’s the only one who can talk him outta this now.”

  The bulbous bouncer nodded without objection and set off in the approximate direction of the first mate. He was fortunate that the ship’s layout was straightforward, as he was all too willing to charge blindly off in search of her before he’d even had a tour. Neither Cox nor Donald said anything as they watched him go. Maybe after he learned to properly use the microwave he would be able to move on to slightly harder technologies such as the comlink. Donald folded his arms, sank back into his seat, and returned to his game.

  Since he was forced to wait for his mate anyway, Cox picked up his coffee cup and studied his disgruntled employee. He was certainly distinguished looking. His unkempt mop of dark hair sat upon his pasty head, making him look like a burnt Q-tip. It was hard to tell if his brow was in a constant state of furl due to his chronic case of the grouchies or if his face just looked like that. But either way, his eyes were undiscernable inky blobs ever cast under its shadow. Far more expressive were his lips— though they only knew the one where they would peel back and reveal a comically large set of teeth eerily reminiscent of those old wind up toys. Was it a grimace? A scowl? A spirited impression of a man riding a particularly fast roller coaster? Whatever way, he was just ambiguous-looking enough that it was unclear whether it would be racist to make fun of his appearance.

  “Hey, Donny, are you Italian?” Cox asked.

  “Yep.” He replied without looking up.

  Wow, got it on the first try. That kind of torpedoed his plan to circle around the subject with small talk. Oh well; guess he’d just have to go for it.
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