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      “Nothing is going to interrupt this honeymoon,” Trent assured Whitney as they sat on the beach, looking out at the incoming waves.

      “Do you promise?”

      Trent said, “Uh, uh, well…”

      Whitney stopped him, “Don’t worry, I won’t make you commit to something crazy like that.  How bad do you miss little Lance?”

      The server dropped off two strawberry margaritas.

      Trent pushed the straw to the side and took a drink.  He wiped the frosty drink from his lips.  “To answer your question, I miss our son like crazy.  I’m glad you said something first.”

      “What?  You’re trying to be a tough guy about loving and missing your son?”

      Trent said, “I was just joking.  Easy Broom Hilda.”

      Whitney sat back in her lounge chair and tried to relax.  “I know.  I’m just on edge without him here.  This is supposed to be nice and relaxing but all I can think is how cruel we are for abandoning our eleven-month-old son for two weeks.”

      Trent laughed and lifted his sunglasses as the fire in the sky retreated behind a white cloud.  He said, “Come on, Whit.  Stop beating yourself up.  You’ve been a great mom and taking a slight break isn’t going to hurt Lancelot.  He’ll probably get more attention with your mom, Victoria and her girls than he would with us.”

      “That is a pretty good point,” she said and took a sip through the straw of her drink.

      Whitney leaned back and a streaking mass caught her eye.  A huge flying object soared through the sky.  The winged creature descended at an insane speed before crashing into the ocean and causing a splash of epic proportions.  All the vacationers on the beach of the coastal resort started to point and talk.

      However, the beast never rose out of the water.  The murmuring continued as a tall, lanky man with a golden complexion broke through the top of the water near the shore.  Darominius shook his head like a dog to get rid of the saltwater.

      He approached the couple with a wide grin and tilted his head from side to side to get the water out of his ears.  “It pains me to do this.  I want nothing more than for you to enjoy a nice, relaxing vacation, free of worry.  Unfortunately, the time has come for you to repay your loan, so to speak.  Your space venture awaits.”

      Whitney had mixed emotions about the adventure now.  When she had agreed to it almost two years ago, it was with the best of intentions.  As time passed, she started to forget about the arrangement after the ghosts had held up their end of the bargain and showed the couple where to find the hidden treasure.

      In fact, they were using some of the recovered money for this vacation.

      “I guess it’s time to pay the piper.”  She smiled halfheartedly at Darominius.

      Trent slid on his sandals.  “When do we have to leave?”

      Darominius lowered his head and mumbled some incomprehensible words.

      “What did you just say?”  Whitney asked as she sat up and dug her feet into the sand.

      The dragon shifter looked up with a serious look.  “Right now.  This space organization is about ready to strike.  We tried to give you as much time as possible and because of that, we might even be too late.  Let’s go down the beach where we can find a private area.  Don’t worry about bringing anything with you.  This shouldn’t take more than a fortnight.  If it does, I will come back here and take care of your belongings.”

      Whitney was confused.  “You want me to go like this, in my bikini?  And him in just a pair of swimming trunks?”

      Darominius explained, “We have all the clothes you will need.  Perfectly fitted to your bodies.”

      They walked down the white pebbles as the sounds of the waves crashing created a soothing song.  They found a spot where Darominius could shift as dusk set in.

      Whitney watched as the human slowly morphed into a dragon right before her eyes.  His body started expanding in all directions as a long tail sprouted and wings extended from the middle of his back.  Rows of shingled oval pieces of armor assembled over his body in a horizontal pattern from top to bottom.  She watched as his gorgeous face slipped away and was replaced with lizard-like wrinkled skin.  Long, silver whiskers sprouted from the tip of his chin and from both cheeks.  The menacing dark eyes with molten-colored pupils stood out on the golden dragon.

      Darominius finished transforming into a glorious golden dragon and leaned down so Trent and Whitney could climb onto his back.

      “You sure you don’t want me to shift so you don’t have to carry so much weight?” Whitney offered.

      Darominius shook his head slowly.  “I think I’ll be just fine.”

      The lift off was always a little shaky, like an out of control helicopter, but the dragon soon straightened out his upward path.  They rose at a forty-five-degree angle before flying parallel to the ground.  The wind whipped through Whitney’s long hair as they picked up more speed.

      The force of the wind started to dry out her eyes and she closed them when the dragon dove straight down.  Immense pressure built around her temples and her brain threatened to explode.  Suddenly, she was completely still.

      She opened her eyes and discovered that she was sitting at the dining room table in the castle of her ghost friends.  The mother and father, Raquel and Roland, sat on one side of the rectangular table and the kids sat on the other.  Richard and Ruth-Ann said hello to Whitney and Trent.

      Raquel said, “First of all.  Congratulations on that healthy baby boy.  I couldn’t be happier for the two of you.”

      Trent sat down at the table next to Whitney.  “Thank you.  I just hope this doesn’t keep us away from Lancelot for too long.”

      Raquel squealed.  “Ooohhh, Lancelot, how cute.  I’m glad to see that you have the agency nearly up and running already as well.”

      “With many thanks to our wealthy benefactors who shall remain nameless.  So, the time has come for us to help try to save your planet?”

      The smile disappeared from Roland’s friendly face.  “Unfortunately, it appears that way.  A woman named Roxelle Idris is determined to pull off a diamond heist.  She then plans to conquer our planet and turn us into slaves.  She intends to use the diamond reserve to buy whatever she needs for the rest of her life.  So we’ve heard.”

      Whitney asked, “I guess they figured out a way to get through the planetary shield?”

      Ruth-Ann answered, “That’s the part we aren’t certain of.  But we know she is planning to attempt to break through our last line of defense and it scares the hell out of us.  We can’t gamble on the chance that she might not succeed.  We need her stopped.  We need you two to stop her.”

      Trent opined.  “It’s kind of crazy to hear that a woman in space can be that powerful.”

      Richard said, “Well it’s not really her who has the power as much as the owner of her company.  Did either of you have a chance to study any of that interstellar information?”

      Whitney and Trent lowered their heads.  They had been so busy with the baby and getting the agency off the ground that they hadn’t studied the electronic readers that had been given to them.

      Roland comforted them.  “It’s alright, don’t worry about that.  We have a friend who’s going to take you to Centimore for this mission.  He is also going to give you a crash course while you are here to get you better prepared for this adventure.  I know I use words like adventure and it makes this all seem like fun, but there is a very real possibility you may die out there and never return.”

      “Well, unfortunately, we kind of mortgaged ourselves out on this one and we have to make the payment.  We don’t have much of a choice at all.”  Whitney said in a somber tone.

      Raquel looked at Whitney.  “I know we made it seem transactional for you to help us with this problem, but you are parents now and we would understand if you were to err on the side of caution and turn us down.  We might be able to find someone else to carry out this duty.”

      Trent said, “Really?  Do you have someone else that could do this?  That would be great.”

      Raquel closed her eyes and shook her head slowly.  “We don’t have anyone else right now, but we will find someone, somehow.”  She tried to force a smile.

      Whitney knew what had to be done.  She turned to her husband.  “Trent, we have to do this.  I hate to say it, but we owe it to the world and now it seems like the universe to do the right thing.  How could we live knowing that our friends here are imprisoned by some crazy alien?  Alien is a cool word out there, right?”

      Richard answered with a chuckle, “Yes.  Alien is quite acceptable.  Being is probably preferred, though. Ozzie will go over all that with you in a little while, in that interstellar crash course.”
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      Whitney and Trent sat in a small room as far as castles go and waited for their lesson.  They relaxed on a comfortable green leather couch that Whitney absolutely loved.  Touch screen monitors and ancient Egyptian art decorated the gray walls.  Whitney and Trent stood up when the door opened.

      A tall man swathed in brown robes entered the room.  The shoeless man with silver-tipped short brown hair seemed to be inspecting Trent and Whitney with his haunting emerald eyes.  A well-kept beard framed his narrow face.

      He said, “My name is Ozzie Lambert and I am here to educate you on the basics of Centimore and its inhabitants.”  He bowed and sat down on the chair facing the green couch.

      Trent and Whitney sat back down and eagerly awaited the lesson.

      Ozzie thumbed his beard at the tip of his chin and appeared to be consumed in thought.  “Let me start by saying both of you are rather lucky.  You will understand most beings on Centimore as they speak the same language as you.  How, you are probably asking yourselves.  Earth 43 is the universe’s experiment with free will.  Your home is like reality TV for the universe.  You’ll probably pick up on most of their lingo because it originated on Earth 43.”

      A floating silver tray lofted in through the open door and stopped in front of Whitney.

      She looked at the red lights blinking on the side of the tray.  She leaned closer to the tray.  “Iced tea please.”

      The tray moved in front of Trent and he ordered, “Iced tea too.”

      The silver rectangle started to fly toward Ozzie and he simply waived his hand in front of the tray.  The compact drink server zipped out of the room and veered left down the hallway.

      Ozzie crossed his legs and leaned back.  “You won’t be going into the future, but it will seem like you are.  Almost every other planet out there is so far ahead of humans technologically, most people are going to think you are stupid.  Some human minds are close to those of alien beings, but that’s mostly the upper echelon.  Don’t be intimidated though.”

      Whitney and Trent hung on the man’s every word.  His deep voice was also calming in a fatherly way.

      Ozzie played with his cuticles as he continued.  “Centimore is somewhat of a melting pot of alien creatures.  The beings are plucked out of their original planets for a chance to make much more money than they could if they stayed behind.  The parents are paid a ransom, so to speak, and they are bought more-or-less how professional sports teams on earth draft players.”

      The floating tray came back in and dropped off the drinks.

      Ozzie folded his hands over his belly and waited in silence until the floating tray left.  “You will be introduced to many different looking beings, but they all have the same basic setup as you.  There are different variations, colors, sizes and quirks.  But there are common themes.  Pretty much everyone has two legs, two arms, the same facial structure.  Ears, you’ll see a lot of different ears in space.  Some have a lot of hair, others none.”

      Whitney squeezed the lemon wedge into her tea and mixed it up with the black straw.

      She listened to Ozzie.  “There are some mutants in space.  You will run across some half-droids and animals crossed with beings.  There will be a lot of were-creatures running around.  The basic rule for these mutants is that only half of the original being can be altered.  Whether that is internal or external is up to the being and doctor.  As for food, there are two ways people survive on Centimore.  Basic foods are still around but there is another alternative.”

      He reached inside his robe and pulled out a small white pill.  He held it on the tip of his index finger for them to see.  “This is a full, nutritious dinner.  We will be sending you with a hefty supply so that you won’t have to worry about wasting time eating.  Your pills will also have some vitamin B 12 in it for an extra energy boost in case you are lagging from the travel fatigue.”

      Whitney sucked the sweet tea through her straw and enjoyed the lemony aftertaste.  She set the drink down on the small black table next to her.

      Ozzie sat back in the chair, folded his hands over his belly and crossed his legs.  “You will also need to pay attention to breathing pills.  When you enter Centimore, there should be pill centers before you exit the space craft. Don’t forget to say that your planet of origin is Earth 43.  If you only say earth, you will receive the wrong pill and die.”

      Whitney peeked over at Trent, who was on the edge of his seat.

      Ozzie cleared his throat a few times.  “From the information we have gathered, a woman named Roxelle Idris is planning a big diamond heist.  She is also developing a laser that can break through the shield of Soro Exxo as I am sure you have been told.  You two are being sent in to stop her.  If she succeeds, all of your friends on this planet will either be enslaved or subject to this murderous woman’s whims.”

      The older man slowed his talking down a bit as he started getting a little animated.  “She’s employed a gang of about twenty in on the job.  About seven or eight of them are in the tight circle that you will need to infiltrate.  We will give you a list of their favorite hangouts but the rest is up to you two.  To call this bunch dangerous would be a grave understatement.  As far as criminality, they are the worst of the worst.  Almost all are murderers.”

      Whitney asked, “How is that possible?  Are the laws on Centimore a lot more relaxed than on earth?”

      The old man licked his top teeth and exposed the nasty underside of his tongue.  “How can I put this in the simplest terms?  Society as a whole is different.  It’s focused on turning a profit at any cost, not free will.  However, this planet provides workers with the most freedom if they handle their jobs properly.  When a murder takes place, the murderer can either pay a fine that has been set or they can’t.”

      Trent asked, “And if they can’t?”

      Ozzie widened his glowing green eyes.  “They die.  If you have a good job and make a nice income, you can lead a relatively reckless lifestyle.  Roxelle, for instance, could live in a much bigger house and have many more possessions if she wished.  She prefers to murder at will and keep her money for paying the fine.  Rather nasty business considering she’s never used a weapon in any of the killings.”

      Whitney wanted to know.  “How come nobody has shot her?”

      Ozzie smirked.  “Firearms of any sort or weapons for that matter have been banned.  If you are caught with a deadly device of any kind, it’s the lethal injection.  No questions asked.  Theft is actually handled in the same way.  Roxelle’s a big woman and has choked out most of her victims.”

      Whitney got a cold feeling in her stomach.  The fun space adventure had taken a serious turn with this conversation.

      Ozzie said, “And as a visitor to their planet, you can be killed without impunity.”  The older man coughed over the last part of the sentence.

      Whitney said, “Excuse me?”

      Trent added, “Yeah, that part doesn’t sound very good.  What if we have to kill someone?”

      Ozzie looked away.  “You will likely be put to death.”

      A crazy situation had just gone haywire.  Whitney had a child to think about now and this mission sounded like a death wish.  Doubt spread through mind her like wildfire as she leaned back on the couch.

      Ozzie mentioned, “And there is just one more thing.”

      Whitney shook her head and rolled her eyes.  “Oh boy, this should be good.  Let me guess, we have to swallow flaming swords before we leave?”

      Ozzie smiled, exposing a set of busted teeth.  “Not quite that.  Any human that travels in space needs to undergo an alteration.  Without one, you are sure to get killed.  What that means is that you will have to decide between let’s say, a touch pad inserted in your forearm or a robotic appendage.  Laser vision, perhaps?  Steel hands with fingers that can form into scissors.  We have a lot of choices so you can decide which one it’s going to be.  Don’t worry, it will be removed after the mission and you will look the same as you do right now.  I’ll have Roland give you the comprehensive list.  You have about an hour to decide and then the alteration process must begin.”
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      “I’m one badass bitch.  I’m one badass bitch.”  Roxelle repeated her mantra as she waited inside the pressurized cabin of the Foribus Oraculi.

      She stared at the mesmerizing blue pulsar named Densive 11 through the viewport on the right side of the cabin.  She stared at the brilliant blue rotating oval with beams of argent-tinted light bursting from both poles and extending thousands of kilometers in either direction.  The rapidly rotating neutron star was set to the black backdrop, sprinkled with different sized dabs of bright white light.

      She pulled up her GravSuit and mentally prepared for the dangerous work ahead.  The purple-fleshed female being tucked her long black braids into the neckline.

      “Arrib.  Check me out,” Roxelle said, pointing to the back of her neck with her thumb.

      She could smell his minty breath as he approached.  He pushed a few stragglers into her suit and patted her on the right shoulder.

      Roxelle Idris-U472Z walked to the other side of the cabin and only fourteen meters below sat the surface of the gleaming carbon planet named Dia 447.  The pull from the pulsar caused the carbon to be compacted so tightly, most beings referred to it as a diamond.  The sight still awed her even after seeing it thousands of times.

      Roxelle’s sponsors were assumed to have the only WARPDRIVE in the universe, so the company she worked for, TJ9974 Interstellar Mining Corporation, was the only company that could access the endless reserves of the precious gem.

      Some inhabited terraformed planets had mines of diamond reserves, but nothing compared to an entire Earth 43-sized planet.  Her company had a stranglehold on the interstellar market.

      The scientists who worked for her company knew that the gravitational pull of the pulsar was going to tug in and obliterate the diamond planet.  Even the gravity of the diamond planet was dangerously increasing by the day because it was getting closer to the pulsar.  However, her greedy sponsors weren’t going to quit mining until the shimmering sphere disappeared.

      Another peek out the viewport made her cringe.  Her co-worker, Diandre, was the first to test the ever-changing conditions today.  Her suit wasn’t calibrated correctly and buckled under the increased pressure.  She was crushed by the increased gravity and Roxelle couldn’t do anything but shake her head in disgust.  The limp suit and helmet lay on the surface of the glimmering planet.

      A monotone voice came over the intercom.  “We need to recover that suit.  Lord Ingram said we can’t lose any more equipment.  And hurry in case the manual pressure valves have been moved.”

      A long pole with a soft hook on the end extended from the bottom of the spaceship and moved slowly toward the white suit.  The yellow hook got under the suit and lifted the dangling polymer uniform and helmet.  A side compartment of the ship opened and the hook dropped the suit into the opening.  The black door slid shut and the rod and hook retracted into the bottom of the ship.

      Roxelle put on her green helmet with her lucky number 7 in gold above both ears.  The tinted visor helped with the glare of the diamond surface.

      “Arrib.  Can you connect my helmet to the suit?”

      The stout green male being nodded and motioned for her to lean down.  The tall woman lowered her shoulders to help the short man out.  Roxelle hated this part because she knew they were only required to connect the helmet so the sponsors wouldn’t lose the suit if someone got smashed like a pancake.

      Roxelle neared the departing door as two porters dragged the recovered suit into the cabin by the legs.  The two men lost their respective grips and nearly fell to the ground.  The sloshing of blood and the sounds of bone scraping bone that came from inside the uniform sent a chill up her back.

      Another being went out on Dia 447 and her uniform held up.  Roxelle breathed a sigh of relief as a technician came over to adjust the pressure levels of her suit.

      Now we are going to need two more people for the secret heist.  I don’t know where we can find two beings on such short notice that we can trust.  If we lose one more person it might be time to call off the big robbery.  I love that we can afford to lose a being, but not a stupid suit.  Assholes.

      Roxelle took a deep breath as the door automatically opened.  Nervous energy shot through her thick body.  She leaned out and grabbed the guidance rod.  Beads of sweat formed on her forehead.  She tried to calm down, knowing any moisture could fog up her visor.

      She floated, suspended in space, and placed gloved hand over gloved hand along the black guidance rod as she worked her way down to the surface of Dia 447.  Her boot soles hit the surface and her knees buckled a bit.  The waist high electric power drill was lowered down from the craft followed by her partner Senti.

      Roxelle was considered one of the best miners because she had a rare combination of strength and delicacy.  She was shocked that her company hadn’t developed or bought droids to do the mining and eliminate the need for beings.  They would be considered illegal by the Interstellar Council, but she knew her sponsors’ greed would outmatch the possible ramifications.

      She turned on the power to her A447 Drill crafted especially for mining diamonds.  The flat edge of the drill head had a slight curve that helped Roxelle shape the diamond with more accuracy.  All stones still went through the refinery, but a perfect mining of the gem saved a lot of time and money.

      Roxelle held the vibrating drill steady as small fragments chipped away and sparkled past her helmet.  Her partner, Senti, held the enormous vacuum head over the area she had been chiseling.  They worked as a team for the next three hours until they were called back to the spacecraft.

      They waited in the cabin as the last group took their shift.  Senti threw up in his hand as some of the nasty remains of Diandre were being dumped out of the helmet.  This further reinforced the plan Roxelle had been crafting.  She knew the sponsors didn’t care about her or her life or safety.

      The last team finished up and Captain Steevens set a course to get back to Centimore.  Roxelle took a nap during the ever-dangerous intergalactic commute on the long space shuttle with four boosters.  Arrib woke her up when they arrived at Centimore and broke through the atmosphere.  The shuttle landed softly on the continent of Panmay.

      The four sponsors of the entire company lived and stored the diamonds here.  Roxelle carried out her other duty as a miner and transported the diamonds into the warehouse.  As she went to exit the ship, an intercom next to the door asked, “Planet of origin please?”

      Roxelle said, “Alperia.”

      A slot under the intercom slid open and Roxelle grabbed the small white pill inside.  She chewed it up and swallowed it before hitting the green button above the intercom.  A door opened and she jumped out.  The pill made it so she could breathe on this planet.  Senti got out after her.  Roxelle pulled the leathery flesh above her wrist away and used her forearmScreen to call for a hoverHauler from inside the warehouse.

      A small platform, the size of a twin bed mattress with raised edges, floated out and came to a rest next to Roxelle’s ankles.  She and Senti grabbed the biggest diamond first, which had to be about five times the size of her head.  Her muscles tightened and shook as they tried to set the precious stone down gently without damaging it.

      They unloaded the rest of the stash and Roxelle stared through the garage-sized door as the hoverHauler floated back inside.  The door closed slowly and she walked down the street to the AirPort.  The DMC83 Jet took sixteen people to their home continent named Marigold.

      Aside from the sponsors on this planet, Roxelle was one of the wealthiest workers, especially in Marigold.  Most people with as much money as her lived on another continent called Ashmore, which was safer because it contained fewer dangerous people.

      Roxelle liked danger and being a rich person on Marigold had tremendous perks that appealed greatly to her.  The aircraft landed and she got on the HyperLoop to get to her favorite bar.  The Loop raced along the raised track for three hundred kilometers before coming to her stop.

      She got off and walked into the concrete jungle known as Ridmore.  Ridmore was the biggest city on this continent and the only one worth a good damn if you asked Roxelle.  She walked two blocks up and two blocks over to get to her favorite watering hole.  She ducked down to get through the low entrance door of the Buzzed Being.

      The theme of silver immediately caught her eye from the tables to the bar to the ceiling fans that didn’t work.  A soft beat of rhythmic digital music hummed in the background because it was still early.  She could smell the hot sauce in the air and couldn’t believe that beings still bothered with eating.

      The reminder precipitated her to reach into the inside pocket of her black leather dovetailed vest and grab a green pill.  She popped the equivalent of a well-balanced meal into her mouth and lightly bit her tongue to release some saliva so she could swallow the pill.  She pushed the mushy pill to the back of her tongue, leaned back and took a deep gulp.

      The pill had a minty aftertaste she needed to chase away, so she went to the long bar.  A gold-tinted droid stationed on top of the bar zipped over to her.

      The round garbage can shaped droid stopped in front of Roxelle.  A computer-generated voice asked, “May I take your order please?”

      Roxelle said, “Give me two shots of Green Goddess and a double Hegrins and soda water.”

      Red lights started flashing on the droid and it said, “That will be 8.88 trolodites please.”

      “Scan it,” Roxelle said and held her wrist up to the front of the droid.

      A red glow scanned her wrist and the purchase was approved.  Within thirty seconds, a server with pale yellow skin brought out her drinks on a circular black tray and set them on the bar one by one.

      Roxelle grabbed the plastic shot glasses with both hands.  She banged down the one in her left hand first and followed immediately with the other.  The Green Goddess left a harsh, spicy fennel aftertaste that Roxelle chased with the Hegrins and Soda.

      Roxelle started to work up a buzz as she stood at the bar and looked around.  Harrins, her girlie werelion friend, and the half-droid Mimick were by the pool tables, waiting to hustle someone, no doubt.

      Boggle Ritby slammed a red shot at the bar and her blue face turned almost black as she choked on the liquor.  She pounded her fist on the bar and bobbed her flushed face up and down to the rhythm of the soft music playing.  The short female with shaved blond hair limped down to the end of the bar to say hi to someone.  Her leg had been broken badly by her sponsor for missing one day of work and she still carried a grudge about it.  The sponsors or owners were allowed to punish derelict workers in any way they deemed fit.

      Oswell Hawkins came into the bar, ducking his bald, reddish brown head to get under the entrance and the lanky, totally hairless male went toward the buffet.  He walked awkwardly due to his size, leaned down, grabbed a chicken drumstick and shoved it in his mouth.  He pulled out a meatless bone and threw it back on the buffet.  He was looking for a way out of his shitty life as a as a data entry specialist because on this planet, your job was your life.

      Roxelle tried not to make eye contact with any of them as she panned the room again.

      Roxelle turned around and took another swig from her double.  She almost choked as a small, but firm, hand smacked her right butt cheek and a sharp set of fingernails dug in.  She tensed her frame and peeked back at a weretiger who started purring seductively in her ear.

      “You trying to get lucky or what?” he asked and moved his crotch closer to her.

      His warm breath stinking of raw meat tickled the back of her neck.  She could feel his increasing manhood on her ass and in one quick move, she reached back and grabbed his semi-hard penis and testicles.  She thought about how much she loved her giant hands as the weretiger whimpered in agony.

      Roxelle said, “I think I’ll go with ‘or what.’  I would say don’t ever approach me again, but this will serve as a better reminder if you ever even think about it again.”

      She twisted her huge, powerful hand and yanked as hard as she could.  She smiled as injured animal yelps came from the weretiger until she finally let go.  The man slithered away, having injured his manhood in two ways.

      She pressed the button to fetch the bartender and saw that the red light was already on in front of several other people seated at the bar.  The number 12 appeared on the bar in front of her, which meant 11 people still needed to be served.  She held up a half-empty double and tried to estimate if it would last until the bartender got to her

      The red male next to her was up next as the bartender droid settled in front of him.  The man placed his order and Roxelle leaned over.

      She said, “If you let me add my drink on, I’m buying.”

      “Yeah,” the man replied.

      Roxelle ordered and went to scan her tracker when someone shouted, “What the fuck?  You can’t just jump in and grab a drink, bitch.”

      Roxelle peered down the bar at the pale orange man with balding brown hair and a patchy beard.  She shouted, “Shut the fuck up and sit down before you get your ass whooped by a woman.  Then you’ll see who the bitch is.”

      She knew it must be his first night in the bar if he was picking a fight with her.

      The rotund man said, “I don’t usually hit women, but you keep talking like that, I’ll have to shut your mouth for you.  Now apologize and we can all have a nice time.”

      People around the bar started to shift around as the music and murmur of conversation wasn’t loud enough to drown out the argument at the bar.

      Roxelle said, “You’re right.  I should apologize for talking back to a man.”

      She walked over in front of him and said, “Look, I’m sorry…”

      Roxelle blasted the man across his cheek with a clenched right fist, knocking him back into the bar.  He smacked into the two people next to him who jumped up, ready to fight.  One of the men went after Roxelle, who flattened him with a straight left jab.

      Mayhem.

      A huge brawl broke out and Roxelle found herself right in the middle of it.  She had only wanted to hit one man, but people kept coming after her and she had to handle her business.  She found the fat guy who had been talking shit, grabbed him by the left shoulder and ploughed her right fist into his nose several times.

      Thick, crimson blood came pouring out of his wide nose as her right hand lunged for his throat.  Several other brawlers came crashing into her and separated her from the balding man.  The chaotic scene caused Roxelle to spin around several times to scan for her enemy.

      The short man appeared in front of her and held his hand in front of her chest.  The fighting died down and nearly came to a stop as Roxelle held her hands up.  She looked down the barrel of a white plasma blaster.

      The brawling patrons gathered around Roxelle and several people tried to convince the man to put down the gun.

      Roxelle said, “You sure you want to do this?  If so, you better turn that thing straight around on yourself.  I am worth more than a being like you could ever pay the fine for.  So do you want to commit suicide?”

      The man’s hand was shaking, making Roxelle even more uncomfortable.  He said, “How do you know how much I’m worth?”

      She answered, “I don’t.  I know how much I am worth.  I only know that I am a Level 1A Miner on Dia 447 and there isn’t anyone other than a sponsor who could afford that fine for murder.  So kill me, you are just killing yourself.”

      The man said, “This planet is fucked up.  Because you have a better job than me, that gives you a license to kill and I am powerless to do anything.”

      “You could get a better job.”

      “Bullshit.  All the rules and regulations are bullshit.  I should just do it anyway.  Who cares if I die?” the man asked and looked around the bar. He seemed to notice that several people had their guns pointed at him.

      He started to back away from Roxelle and said, “I see how it is.  I’m not going to do anything.”  He pointed his gun at the bouncer and told him, “Open the door.”

      The bouncer obliged and the fat man slithered out backwards.

      Roxelle took a deep breath and sighed out straight relief.  She looked around and made quick eye contact with Harrins and Mimick before turning away.

      She went back to the bar, glad to be alive and happy she wouldn’t have to pay another fine for murder.  She hated the whole process of having to go through all the paperwork to get out of the cell.  It normally only took a few days, but with her normal lifestyle, it was a major cramp.

      The night wound down and the siren rang again for everyone to leave.  Roxelle stood with her back against the bar and no plans to go anywhere.  The bouncers tried to chase out the last dozen patrons by the pool table as five other beings lurked at various spots along the long bar.

      Everyone left except for her and the people at the bar as the doors sealed shut and more security cameras popped out of the walls and ceiling.  The servers, cooks and bouncers left through the back and a tall man with yellowish skin popped out of a side door with a smile on his face.

      Roxelle spoke in a sober tone.  “We lost Diandre today.  We’re probably going to have to push back our date now.  That puts us down two people on outside lookout duty.  I don’t feel comfortable with only one person out there.  I don’t even want to try it with two.”

      Glint Chesswell, one of the owners of the mining company, was a tall, thick man with ashy white skin that he tried to cover in an artificial golden glaze.  “Do we know anyone that could fill the void?”  He looked around the table.  “It’s only lookout, they don’t have to even know anything about the mission.”

      A few grumbles were heard but nobody could come up with any names.

      Marlowe Reed, a silver-skinned male with bright red hair and a dead left eye, said, “I don’t know anyone that can be trusted even if they didn’t know what was going on.”  Marlowe’s mouth was located in the middle of his long neck and ironically, he periodically cleared his throat.  He hated authority, and joined the gang to get back as those bastards.

      Roxelle said, “For the money involved here, we should have people lining up.  We’re going to have to approach two people.  Wish we had some stupid earth humans around.  We could use them and they would have no idea what was going on.  Advanced beings will be too suspicious.”

      The werelion named Harrins smiled, showing that some of her jagged teeth were missing.  She worked in a beauty salon and hated her job.  She couldn’t wait for the heist as she scratched a wide, unhealed scar under her right eye.  She constantly played with her nail or claw polish.  “We could kill humans too and not have to worry about paying the fine.  Too bad there aren’t any aliens willing to abduct humans anymore and send them our way.”

      Mimick, the half-droid with laser-red eyes suggested, “Earth humans aren’t as dumb as most of you elitists think.”

      Roxelle snapped at him.  “Shut up, you impish sissy.  Nobody asked you anything.”

      Mimick lowered his head like a scolded dog.  Mimick had a job he enjoyed and most members were confused about why he wanted to take part in such a dangerous plan.

      Boggle said, “So we know we have to get two more people for the mission, but is everything else worked out?  Do we have the code to hack the warehouse alarms and automatic computerized weapons in and around the warehouse?”

      Glint Chesswell stop playing with his long beard and mustache and pushed the thinning black hair on top of his head back with the palm of his hand.  The greedy being didn’t seem to have any issue with screwing over his co-sponsors to become even richer.  “I got all that under control.  I already have the code ready to launch the Intel-Driven Lasers that will help us bust through the protective shield around Soro Exxo.”

      Roxelle added, “A beautiful planet all to ourselves.  We can use those ghosts as slaves if we want, but we just can’t let them get ahold of any of our weapons.”

      Marlowe said, “Ha ha, I’m shooting anyone that comes near me once we get there.  That goes for all of you too.”

      Mimick asked, “Has the code been tested for the lasers?  We don’t want to be stuck outside Soro Exxo for too long.”

      Roxelle said, “If Glint says the lasers will be ready to go, then they’ll be ready to go.  I told you to keep quiet unless I called on you, mufucker.”  She was always hostile toward Mimick.

      Roxelle was worried about losing two people from the mission.  She could find anyone to do the job, but could they be trusted?  She knew a lot of beings that would agree to the job and then report her to the authorities.  It had been hard enough to find the original twenty-eight people that they needed to pull off this job.

      They had already gone over the plan in great detail and now they were only waiting to find two more people to help.  The group talked for about another hour before Roxelle decided to go home.  She took a quick ride on the raised track of the HyperLoop to get to her nice neighborhood.

      She punched in her security code and turned the knob on the door before entering.  The big house was sparsely decorated because Roxelle hardly ever had company over.  She walked into her living room and sat down on her long, black couch when an odd feeling hit her chest.

      Her heightened sense of smell detected the faint body odor of a man.  She grabbed her gun from under the couch and headed down the hallway.

      She started to search stealthily around the house for a predator.  She peered into her bedroom and found the culprit.  She ran up behind the person and applied a choke hold.

      She asked, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      A monotone voice answered, “You know exactly what I’m doing here.”  It was a half-droid who parted his long black hair on the side and swept it across his head.  Roxelle stared at his turquoise neck and debated her next move.

      She spun Mimick around and planted a powerful kiss on him that almost sucked his entire face in.  She ripped his shimmering silver suit from his turquoise body and threw it aside.  She threw the half-droid with robotic arms and legs onto the bed.  Roxelle peeled off her red leather pants, but left her top and vest on.  She never wore panties.

      She jumped up on top of Mimick and rubbed her sweet spot tantalizingly back and forth on his manhood, trying to get excited.  Roxelle didn’t believe in love, only lust that would get her through the night.

      No kids, never married.  She stroked his curved penis with her hand until it was hard and she slowly slid down on his member.

      She slammed down on him like thunder and immediately started with crashing thuds at a fast pace.  She closed her eyes and concentrated.  She pounded away for about ten minutes.  Roxelle opened her eyes and noticed the smile on Mimick’s face.  She used one hand to help get herself off and the other to cover Mimick’s mouth.

      She wasn’t worried about him screaming, she was worried that he might say I love you.  Roxelle usually took what she wanted sexually and moved on, but she had been carrying on this relationship with Mimick for years.  Roxelle had started it because she and Mimick shared a similar low emotional level with Mimick and she didn’t think either being would get attached.

      Roxelle squeezed Mimick’s metal forearms and shuddered as a quaking orgasm followed.  She leaned down and kissed him on his warm, glowing emerald cheek.

      “Thanks.  Now get the fuck out.”  Roxelle lay back as Mimick picked up his clothes.  She thought about life on Soro Exxo and becoming one of the richest people in the universe.
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      After some deliberation, Trent and Whitney chose to go with the touch pads in their respective forearms.  Whitney sat in a bright room on a dentist or barber’s chair.  Her left arm had been strapped down at the elbow and wrist.  The veins in her forearm bulged as her heart raced out of control.

      A man in white scrubs put an anesthesia mask over Whitney’s face.  Her heartbeat slowed down as a woozy sensation kicked in.  She quickly lost consciousness.  They repeated the process with Trent and two doctors entered the room.

      Dressed in light blue scrubs, the bearded men started measuring Trent and Whitney’s forearm.  Whitney’s doctor used laser projection to mark a rectangular area on her forearm.  He set two tiny white rags in Whitney’s open palm and pressed a red button on her chair.

      A golden tray of medical equipment floated into the room and stopped next to Whitney’s chair.  The doctor claimed the scalpel from the tray.  He looked at Whitney’s face to make sure she was unconscious.  After confirmation, he dug the sharpened edge into Whitney’s flesh and a pearl of blood rushed out of the tiny wound.

      The man deftly traced exactly along the red laser line.  He grabbed a swab from her palm to soak up some of the blood.  He repeated the process on three sides of the rectangle, leaving a long side intact.  He opened the flap of skin like a door and exposed the inside of Whitney’s forearm.

      The doctor soaked up most of the blood and changed gloves.  He gave Whitney several shots to avoid infection.

      He grabbed a small rectangular touchscreen and gently placed it in the opening.  He changed rubber gloves again because the current pair was already soaked in blood.  He tried to soak up some more of the blood around the outer edges of the touchscreen.

      He grabbed a small device that looked like an electronic toothbrush from the golden tray.  He pressed a red button and a small blue flame shot out of the tip of the device.  He stretched some of Whitney’s skin to cover the outer edges of the touchscreen.

      He used the blue flame to burn Whitney’s skin to the screen.  The cracking and sizzling sounds were nothing compared to the aroma of burning flesh.  Her skin bubbled, turning almost into a black liquid, before sealing to the electronic device.

      Once the touchscreen was sealed into place, he used the blue flame to cauterize the bloody side of the flap of skin.  He grabbed the scalpel again and scraped away all the black, dead spots and made a smooth, leathery rectangle of skin.

      He pushed it back over the screen and it covered the entire thing.  The doctor took a hypodermic needle and flicked the end, forcing a light sprinkle of white liquid to emerge from the tip.  He inserted the gleaming silver tip into Whitney’s elbow to enhance the healing process.

      The other doctor finished up on Trent and both men left the room, followed by their flying trays of equipment.
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      Whitney woke up feeling delirious.  She rolled over on a twin bed.  Trent lay awake on another bed about four feet away from her.

      “Hey there, sleepy,” Trent greeted her.

      Whitney checked out her forearm.  A rectangle of skin had a darker tint to it than the rest of her flesh.  She poked the tough patch of skin and noticed it moved.  She pushed the skin covering to the side and exposed the touchscreen underneath.

      It said, Homepage Whitney Powers and when she scrolled down, there were a bunch of different options for obtaining information.  Whitney stood up and noticed Trent was playing with his device too.  Her head got really dizzy and she had to use the bed to brace herself until her equilibrium returned.

      A voice came from behind her.  “The doctors tell me the procedures were a great success.  Let’s see how they look.”

      Whitney spun around and saw Ozzie approaching.  She peeled back the epidermal covering and showed her new toy to Ozzie.  The older man moved over and looked at Trent’s.  He nodded in approval and sat down at a circular table in the corner of the room.

      Whitney and Trent joined him at the white table.  Whitney couldn’t believe that she wasn’t feeling any pain from the operation.  She assumed the anesthesia must still be running through her body.

      Ozzie said, “This will make you much more accepted in space.  They don’t usually trust humans that haven’t been altered.”

      Whitney asked, “Why?”

      The older man scratched the side of his head.  “Because humans don’t have the capacity for this kind of travel.  Any human in space is assumed to have been abducted.  When a human is abducted they are experimented on.  Most experiments are much like the alterations I explained to you.  If a human isn’t altered it is considered very suspicious.”

      Trent wanted to know, “Are we going to see other altered humans out there?”

      Ozzie scratched his beard covering his left cheek.  “Not likely.  I would be shocked if you ran across another human.  As I said, you are going to see some of the most amazing species of beings, but you will be hard pressed to find a human out of the bunch.”

      Whitney asked, “Are you going to teach us how to use these?”  She pointed at the screen in her forearm.

      Ozzie confirmed.  “Absolutely.  There will be an in-depth tutorial later today.  I also programmed some specifics about Roxelle and her crew so that you two can try to keep all of them straight.  Since the days on this planet are shorter, we leave in three days, which is equivalent to a full day on your home planet.  I suggest you use the remaining days to relax and mentally prepare for your mission.”

      Ozzie stood up, bowed and left the room.

      She smiled at Trent.  “This is pretty crazy, huh?”

      Trent agreed.  “I’ve done some pretty crazy stuff in this lifetime, but I never thought I would have a phone in the underside of my forearm, that’s for sure.”

      Whitney said, “Yeah, now if I call you, you have to answer.”  She laughed.

      Trent chuckled.  “It’d be pretty hard to say I lost my phone.  I can already see we have a text button on here so we can stay in touch if we get split up out there.”

      Whitney said, “We’re not going to get split up.  We need to stay together.”

      Trent’s lips curled down and he spoke in a sobering tone.  “I’ve done this undercover stuff before and it can get pretty grimy.  All our plans could blow up immediately.  We are playing by their rules.  Just be ready for everything to be turned upside down.”

      Whitney said, “I didn’t think this would be all roses and sunshine.  But, whatever happens, we need to stick together.”

      Trent rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “What I am saying is that there might be a point where we are separated.  I don’t want that to happen, but we should be prepared.  If these people are as murderous and unpredictable as the crime family I had infiltrated, we might have to do some things we can’t tell our son about.”

      She wrung her hands together.  “I know.  I don’t like that part.  I’m still recovering from killing those people in Dream Land that apparently didn’t really exist.  I guess we’ll do what we have to do to save our friends here.”

      The next two days flew by and Whitney and Trent lay naked in the luxurious bed that had been given to them.  The room looked like it belonged in a medieval castle.  Family crest tapestries hung from the stone walls and ceiling.  A red canopy covered the bed and a see through white lace shade hung down over three sides of the bed.

      Trent jumped on top of Whitney and rubbed his thumb over her tightening nipple.  Trent held her arms back over her head and ran his hands up and down her appendages.  He suddenly stopped when he made contact with Whitney’s touchscreen covering.

      “Don’t stop.  It doesn’t hurt.”

      Trent dove right back in and made love to Whitney until the planet’s star almost rose in the morning.  She thought about how crazy it was to have sex in outer space.

      Whitney gently placed her flushed cheek on Trent’s chest and he rubbed the small of her back with his fingertips.

      “I still can’t get over these things.”  Whitney held up her forearm.  She sat up in bed and pulled the skin covering away.

      “Here.  Let’s see what happens when we check out the ‘Roxelle’s Gang’ tab.”  Whitney hit the green button and the first screen had a picture of a blue planet that looked like earth.  A column of tabs ran down the right side of the screen.  She zoomed in and the tabs were for Roxelle, her gang, the laws of Centimore and background history of the planet.

      She clicked on the purple tab marked, Roxelle Idris.

      Roxelle Idris U472Z

      Height: 1.88976 meters

      Weight: 104.7798 kg

      Occupation: Top Diamond Miner TJ9974 Interstellar Mining Corporation

      Criminal Charges: Murder-13 Separate Charges

      Criminal Convictions: 13 Convictions for Murder

      Physical Description: Female with purple flesh.  Tall and thick bodied.  Completely black eyes (iris, pupil and sclera), long, ebony braids and a spider web of blue scars on her face from any number of brawls she has been involved in.

      She backed out of that screen and hit the button to look at her gang.

      Whitney didn’t have time to check all that information out now.  The starlight crept in through the rosacea window, creating a pink shaft of light that shone through the lace bed shade.

      She wanted to get an idea of exactly how big Roxelle really was.  She found the metric converter on the home screen.

      “Trent, this lady is six-foot-two and weighs in at a sturdy two hundred and thirty-one pounds.”

      Trent answered sleepily, “That’s a few pounds more than I weigh.  That’s one big bitch for sure.”

      Whitney got out of bed and started to pack for the trip.  She was only permitted to bring a small case and she tried to figure out what was most important.
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      Later that day, Whitney looked out the clear viewport on the left side of the small cabin and watched the brilliant, streaking stars set to the dead black backdrop.  She sat back in a comfortable leather seat and was surprised they weren’t required to wear a helmet for breathing.

      The long white ship looked like the shuttles astronauts on earth used, except this vessel was bigger.  The wings were much smaller and the left side of the long cabin provided a thrilling look outside.

      Whitney started to drift off because of the lack of sleep from the past few days and set her head back on the soft headrest.  She adjusted the cushioning until it was just right and closed her eyes.

      A little while later, Trent tapped Whitney on the shoulder.  He said, “Hey baby.  You gotta get up now.  We need to get on another space ship apparently.”

      Whitney tried to shake the haze from the nap and grabbed her suitcase.  She stood up and walked to the back of the cabin.  Another space craft sat about fifteen feet away from the Cerulean Explorer.  A white rectangular tunnel started to expand from the other ship.

      Ozzie emerged from the navigation pit and held his hands out.  “This is your stop.  You will connect here and go right down to Centimore.  Remember everything I’ve told you.  I’ll see you upon your return.  Be safe.”  He turned back around and walked away before Whitney could even say thank you.

      Whitney wondered if Ozzie was human or an alien who looked like a human.  She hadn’t gotten to asking the man any personal questions during the training.  She turned her attention back to the connection process.

      A monotone call from the Captain came over the intercom.  “Be sure the attachment is completely secured and locked into place before opening the door.”

      The warning scared Whitney because it was common sense.  Who would open a door to outer space without making sure you weren’t going to be sent hurtling to an instant death?  Trent put his arm around her and pulled her closer.

      The sliding door shifted to the side and Whitney’s heart fluttered, hoping she wouldn’t be sucked into outer space.  The crew members stood to the side and pointed toward the opening with open hands.

      She entered the white tunnel and felt like she was trapped inside a sock.  The bottom was sturdy.  She took a deep breath and concentrated on walking in a straight line.

      She ran her fingers against the sides of the space tunnel and felt something similar to the rough material used for a firehose.  A rough, coarse fiber clashed with her silky fingertips.  She hoped this fabric could stop flying space debris and stellar flares.  Whitney took six more unsure steps and boarded a smaller cabin.

      Trent emerged through the white tunnel and Whitney gave him a hug.  They were both wearing their Kevlar and neoprene form fitting suits.  The amazing material could stretch to hug the contours of their bodies.

      The golden suits with silver stripes down the sides allowed the fit couple to show off their beautiful bodies.  They sat down in another plush cabin and looked through the long viewport at a blue planet, similar to earth.  This planet was substantially bigger, but it appeared to be mainly ocean or water covered.

      Whitney overheard a crew member messaging the Captain.  The green being pressed a button on the wall and said, “We’re all aboard.  Proceed when ready.”

      The ship turned around and built up speed to break through the atmosphere of Centimore.
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      The shuttle hovered about ten meters above ground before making a soft landing at a spaceport.  Ozzie had informed them that they would need to take a plane to Marigold to find the conspirators.  Whitney grabbed her case.  She and Trent waited behind some alien beings.

      They made it to the front of the exit and the door slammed shut.  A silver intercom on the right side of the door spoke.

      “Planet of origin please?”

      Whitney leaned in closer to the small device.  “Earth 43.”

      A small dispenser dropped a white pill into a small red cup.  Whitney scooped out the pill and threw it into her mouth.  She forced down the nasty tasting white oval and tried not to gag.  The door slid open and Whitney stepped onto a spongy surface.

      Trent jumped out of the spacecraft a few moments later and the couple headed for the terminal.  Aerodynamic cars and hovercrafts zipped toward the futuristic clear terminal.  The long building appeared to be made of glass with silver braces and supports around the frame.

      She punched Trent in the shoulder.  “Obi Wan Kenobi.”

      Trent rubbed his shoulder, “What the hell?  You want to watch Star Wars now?”

      “I was trying to figure out who Ozzie looked like.  Am I right?”

      Trent scrunched his face.  “The old one or the young one?”

      Whitney shook her head.  “I mean the one who looks like Ozzie right now.  Forget it.”

      They walked through the open sliding door and into a large crowd of aliens scurrying around.  Beings of different colors, shapes and sizes filled the open room.  Shiny silver walls stung her eyes as she walked around aimlessly on a red carpet.

      Whitney got excited, trying not to stare at all the interesting creatures.  She almost lost her mind when she saw a weretiger wearing a three-piece suit and dragging a rolling suitcase.  She tried to focus on the job at hand and ignore her curiosity for now.

      A wall covered with large monitors highlighting flight schedules caught Whitney’s eye.  She and Trent headed in that direction.

      “Alright, we need to go to Marigold.”  Whitney pointed at the black screen with red lettering.  She found the next flight to Marigold.

      She and Trent walked down a long narrow walkway to get to Gate 13.  Whitney noticed a lot of silver walls, chairs and counters offset by the bright red carpeting.

      They boarded a jet similar to a 737 with DVC189 written on the wing of the plane.  The black aircraft had golden wings and a long cabin with comfortable seating.  The cabin was only half-full of aliens, who were staring at them.  They arrived at Marigold in about an hour.

      “Ozzie told us we need to go to Ridmore by way of the HyperLoop and then we need to check out that list of bars on our armScreens,” Whitney told Trent as she tried to figure out where they were going.

      “Alright, there’s the sign right over there.”  Trent pointed as they moved through the AirPort.

      They took an elevator to a small building where the couple used their respective armPads to purchase tickets on the Loop.

      The HyperLoop sat on a 40-meter high, raised concrete track.  The next ride to Ridmore pulled up.  The cars looked like four connected red train cars.  The door to the ticket office opened and they got into the third car and sat down on a silver bench.

      Advertisements for whiskey and scotch played on wallPads hanging from the roof.  The HyperLoop started slowly and built up speed.  The verdant landscape 40 meters below whipped by as Whitney gazed out the window.

      They arrived at Ridmore and entered a city with skyscrapers and buildings that would rival the biggest cities on earth.  Whitney stood on the sidewalk and pulled the dead flesh over her armScreen aside.  She still hadn’t gotten used to the leathery skin.

      She brought up the list of bars.  “Alcohol Invasion, The Buzzed Being, Glint’s Glare, Space Shots or The Wet Road?”

      “Huh?  Which one is closest?” Trent asked with his head cocked to the side.

      Whitney quickly checked out the distances on her armScreen.  “The Buzzed Being.  I have to give them credit on some pretty good bar names.”

      Trent nodded as they waited to cross a street.  “They are pretty good.  How far is that bar from here?”

      “Just a couple streets away it says on here.  Let me just do some conversion real quick.”  She tapped away on the armScreen as they crossed the street.  “Only about eight hundred-feet away.”

      They waited for a neon green hovercraft to cruise by and the couple crossed the black street.  The door below the sign marked The Buzzed Being automatically opened as they approached.  Trent had to duck under the small doorframe to get in.

      A huge pale blue being guarded the door.  He had closely shaved black hair and a nose with wide nostrils like a pig.  He stared at the couple as they entered.  The bouncer followed them with his suspicious eyes as they walked toward the long silver bar on the right-hand side.

      Pool tables and high-top tables for eating and drinking were set up on the left.  Whitney sat on a black seat cushion over a three-legged stool and noticed a small robot with the body shape of R2D2 gliding on a track.  The droid slid over to a bright orange being with long white hair.

      She counted four beings at the bar and about a dozen in the poolroom.  Whitney had to catch herself from staring at the unique beings around the open room.  Trent pressed the red button on the bar and Whitney looked up some popular drinks on her armScreen.

      “Most of the drinks are whiskey, vodka or rum based so I assume you want something with whiskey?”

      “That would probably be best.”  Trent tried to get comfortable on the backless stool.

      Whitney leafed through an expansive list of drinks.  “Alright, how about a Twisted Craft.  It’s whiskey, cinnamon soda and a squeeze of vanilla.”

      “Order it up.  It says we’re next in the queue, here,” Trent pointed at the button for ordering drinks.

      The droid bartender glided down the track and stopped in front of Trent and Whitney.

      A computerized voice said, “Can I please take your drink order?”

      Whitney answered, “Yes, can we have a Twisted Craft and a Star Seeker please?”

      Red lights flashed on the front of the silver droid.  It said, “Calculating.  That will be 4.91 trolodytes please.”

      Whitney pulled the patch of skin to the side to expose her armScreen.  She held it in front of the droid and said, “Scan it.”

      The droid emitted a red laser that bounced around Whitney’s armScreen until it found the spot it was looking for.  The beam turned green and the droid said, “Thank you.  Your drinks will be right out.”  The droid bartender zipped down to the other end of the bar.

      About a minute later, a turquoise skinned female with bowling ball sized breasts and golden hair came through a side door and walked behind the bar.  She wore a shimmering silver dress that could barely contain her voluptuous curves.  She stared at Trent as she set the two drinks down.

      “Is that the Star Seeker?” Whitney asked, pointing at the drink in front of her.

      The female being with a soothing voice said, “No honeybunny, that’s the Twisted Craft.”

      She lingered for a few moments, waiting for a tip.  Tipping hadn’t crossed Whitney ‘s mind and she didn’t even know how to do it.  She didn’t have any hard currency to just hand out.  Everything was being run out of the computer device in her arm.

      The server shook her ass as she went to get more drinks.

      Whitney turned to Trent.  “She seems to like you.  Did you hear her call me honeybunny?  Like she had just watched Pulp Fiction or something.”

      Trent agreed.  “That was strange.  Ozzie did say they get all their pop culture and sayings from earth, so it kind of makes sense.”

      The barstools proved to be uncomfortable and Whitney and Trent ended up standing at the end of the bar near the entrance.  A few more people trickled in but the bar was still empty.  The half-breeds of animals caught Whitney’s eye.  She had read books about were-creatures that walked upright like humans, but none of the literature had prepared her for the real thing.

      They had a few drinks and Whitney’s head started to buzz.  She hadn’t been drinking much since her son’s birth.

      She took another sip of her raspberry flavored drink.  “Come here.  Let’s have a little space smooch.”

      Trent framed Whitney’s face with his powerful hand and planted a soft kiss on Whitney’s silky lips.

      “So it’s still pretty early in the day here.  I guess this place will start to fill up later.  I don’t see anyone here that fits the profile of anyone involved in the heist.  Except for that weird looking guy that keeps coming out of that side door and staring at us.  Have you noticed him?”  Whitney indicated the side door with her eyes.

      Trent smiled.  “Don’t go cross-eyed now.  I did notice that dude.  He’s done it four times already.  He comes out, walks over by the pool tables and pretends he’s doing something.  Then he stares us down the entire walk back.”

      Whitney nodded in agreement.  “Exactly.  I wish I had got to studying the descriptions of her partners.  Are you getting hungry?”

      “I was just going to ask you about that.  I’m starving.”  Trent set his empty cup back on the bar.

      Whitney reached into her rectangular black case and pulled out the small cylindrical case.  She took out two pills.  She handed one to Trent and put the other one on her tongue.

      She took a small sip of the drink to get the pill down.  On realizing that Trent didn’t have a drink, she handed him the red liquid.  Trent took a small sip and swallowed the pill.  Whitney finished the Star Seeker and hit the red button to summon the bartender again.

      The droid came over and took the same drink order.  Whitney held up her screen.  “Scan it.”

      The droid responded, “This round of drinks is on the owner.  No need for payment.”

      “Should we tip?”  Whitney had figured out that you could tip when you paid for the drink.

      The droid’s red lights flashed.  “No need to tip.  Tip has been accounted for.”

      She became suspicious and turned to Trent.  “Why is the owner paying for our drinks?”

      Trent shrugged his shoulders.  “Better question.  Who the hell is the owner?”

      Whitney scanned the bar, trying to figure out who was the owner.  “Let’s just watch our drinking for a while.  Let’s slow it down so we don’t end up being probed on an examination table later.  Ozzie said that we could be targets to some of the sick criminals on this planet.  Apparently, this is where the worst of the worst hang out.”

      Trent went to use the bathroom and Whitney gripped the handles of both of their suitcases.  She was already buzzed and didn’t want to risk losing their possessions.  She faced the bar and watched the droid bartender taking orders about ten meters away.

      A strong scent of nasty cologne filled her nostrils.  A rough hand landed on her hip and slid up to her stomach.  She spun around.  A weretiger in silver spandex was encroaching on her personal space.

      He thrust his crotch forward and smiled sleazily, exposing several missing teeth.  His entire head looked like it had been removed from a tiger and planted onto the body of a human.  His hands were a mix between paws and normal human hands, but they were covered in orangish-brown fur streaked in white and black.

      He lowered his head and peered at her through a set of dark eyes.  He spoke in a deep voice.  “Have you ever been with a lover that could kill you with his hands?  Makes it dangerous, if you know what I mean.”  He purred and licked his lips.

      Whitney stepped to her left to get away from the sleazy tiger.  “Flirtation by death threat.  That’s a new one for me, but I’m already spoken for, so thank you.”

      He shook his head slowly and said, “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “I think I’ll take my chances, thanks.”  Whitney took another step to her left.

      The weretiger slumped his shoulders and said, “I’ll be back when you’ve had a few drinks to loosen you up.”

      He turned and walked away.  Whitney was surprised to notice that he didn’t have a tail.  She would have spotted the appendage if it had been tucked into the spandex suit.

      Trent rushed over.  “You alright?  What’s going on here?”

      Whitney smiled.  “Just getting hit on by a weretiger.  NBD.”

      Trent’s facial features twisted in a questioning manner.  “What the hell does that mean?”

      “No big deal.  I guess I could have said no biggie, but I thought I’d be cool.”

      Trent laughed.  “Oh, you are cool, baby.  I can’t even go to the bathroom for a few minutes without you getting hit on.”

      Whitney handed him a fresh drink.  “What can I say, I am universally irresistible apparently.”

      The shady man who kept coming out of the side door awkwardly approached Trent and Whitney.  He kept trying to make it seem like he wasn’t looking in their direction when he obviously was.  The man had ivory skin with a strange uneven golden glaze over it.  The long black hair, tied in a ponytail, hung to the small of his back and he had a long beard and a mustachio of equal length.

      He looked like a strange alien wizard as he extended his hand toward Trent.  “Glint Chesswell.  Owner of this establishment.  I hope you enjoyed the free drinks.”

      He didn’t shake Whitney’s hand and she took it as a slight.

      Trent said, “Thank you.  That was very kind of you, but it does make me a little suspicious of ulterior motive.”

      Glint let out an awkward laugh that did little to comfort Whitney.  The man said, “No.  Not at all.  I’m a business man.  If I buy patrons a few drinks, they keep coming back.  It’s just business, nothing else.  How did you two make it here?  You look like Earth 43 humans.”

      Whitney had been rehearsing the story in her head.  “We were abducted.”

      “By whom?” The tall man asked as he curled his mustachio in his left hand.

      He made Whitney nervous but she took a deep breath.  “We don’t know.  They took us and probed us for what seemed like months.”

      The owner looked Whitney up and down.  “I can’t blame them.  I would have done the same thing myself.  Do you still have your memories of earth?”

      Whitney had trouble fighting off the urge to shoot him a dirty look.  “They told us we were from Earth 43, but I don’t remember anything from home.  It was all so strange.  They put these touchScreens in our arms and dropped us off here.  We don’t really know what we are doing.”

      A twinkle in Glint’s eyes made Whitney feel more confident.  The owner said, “Great, they swabbed your minds.  I mean, I have a way that I might be able to get you two home.  If that’s what you want?”  He let the last word linger.

      Whitney responded.  “Yes, that would be great, but how are you going to do that?”

      The huge-breasted server dropped off another round of drinks.  Glint licked the rim and took a drink of his gold-tinted beverage.  “Let’s just say that I might need some help on a project of mine right now.  Very simple job.  You two would just act as a lookout.  Once the job is over, I’ll make sure you make enough to get you back home, no questions asked.”

      “What’s the job?” Whitney asked bluntly.

      The man used his hand to comb through his beard.  “Very easy.  As I said, you will just be looking out for, how should I say this, unexpected guests.  You would serve to alert us if something should arise.  All you will have to do is sound an alarm so there isn’t even any danger involved.”

      “We are very interested.”  Whitney didn’t know why she said that.  She presumptuously assumed this man was connected to Roxelle.

      “This is all preliminary right now so nothing is etched in stone, so to speak.  I need to talk to my associates to find out if you two will be the correct fit for our plan, but I am rather certain this will happen.”  Glint winked at Whitney and she felt the urge to throw up.

      The owner tried to keep awkward small talk going for a while until he slid back into the side door.

      Trent turned to her.  “Why did you agree to that?  We don’t even know what this plan is and who is involved.”

      Whitney smiled.  “I’m pretty sure I know who he is.  I checked my Screen while you were in the bathroom before the weretiger groped me.  The owner of the bar is in cahoots with Roxelle.”  She whispered the last sentence to her man.

      Trent’s eyes opened wide.  “Alright, now we’re talking.”

      Even though she was positive it was he, doubt forced her to make sure.  She held her forearm under the bar so nobody else could see.  She checked first and a warm rush flowed over her heart.  She showed Trent a picture of the owner with his name and physical description.

      “I would say that this was a spot of luck, but that would be the understatement of the millennia.”

      “Now we just need to stay alive.  Simple enough, right?”

      Trent laughed.  “We’ve somehow managed up to this point.”

      The owner came back out and got Whitney’s Screen number so he could call her with the answer.  Glint had asked if they needed a place to stay, but Whitney told him they had already set up accommodations.

      Whitney texted a hoverCab service to pick them up and take them to their lodgings.  The fluorescent yellow hovercraft looked like a flying car.  It had the appearance of a slightly bigger, more aerodynamic sports car from earth.

      The hoverCab zipped in between tall buildings and flew over the smaller ones.  They made it to the rental space in about five minutes.  Whitney paid the fare and Trent carried their bags up to a free standing small house.  The place looked like a small, futuristic cottage.  Most of the building was made from a smooth, white stone with huge clear windows on either side of the front door.

      Whitney opened the case to the security code box.  She punched in the numbers from her Screen and the soft sound of a ringing bell came from inside the house.  Whitney twisted the silver knob and pushed the door.

      The front room had a small round table that appeared to be ivory with three metal chairs around it.  Whitney walked down the straight hallway.  There was a bedroom on the left and further down on the right she found a living room with black carpeting, green couches and an orange recliner.

      Other than the odd color scheme, Whitney didn’t think it looked much different from a rental property on earth.  Trent put their small cases in the bedroom and the two sat down on the couch.

      Trent collapsed on the couch with an audible sigh.  “Finally get to sit down on a comfortable couch.”

      Whitney pushed him over and curled up with a big pillow that matched the light green fabric of the couch.  She searched her armScreen for Roxelle’s gang and found Glint Chesswell’s file.

      “Okay, so that guy owns that bar and he owns a diamond mining company too.  That’s the one Roxelle works for too.  It seems like we just found out that he is in on this diamond heist but why would he steal from himself?”

      She searched around a little more on her device which worked much like the internet for finding out information.

      She announced, “Here we go.  This diamond mining company has four co-owners that they call sponsors.  What, are they trying to get them to stop drinking or something?”  Whitney chuckled.  “I guess the word owner implies that they own the being.  Who knows?  I would guess he is going to screw over the other sponsors.”

      Whitney kept thinking she had to unpack and get settled in, but they had barely brought anything with them.  They also didn’t have to worry about food because of the pills, which might explain why there wasn’t a kitchen on the property.

      “Ozzie said that they were all crooked, so that makes sense.  I can’t believe we fell into this thing on the first day in the first bar we go to.”

      “I know.  It stills seems crazy, but we still have to be accepted in and we don’t even really know if this is the Soro Exxo plan.  They could have all kinds of criminal activities going on.  We might have to use this to somehow get into the other plan and disrupt their takeover of our friends’ planet.”

      Trent and Whitney snuggled up on the couch and fell asleep for a few hours.  A shrill sound woke Whitney up.  The piercing hum was coming from her forearm.  She opened the armScreen and a thumbnail picture of Glint Chesswell showed up.

      She sat up and smacked Trent.  Whitney said, “It’s Glint calling with an answer on whether we got into the crew or not.”
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      She tapped the image and it expanded to cover the entire screen.  Glint’s voice came through her speaker.  “I talked to the crew and they want to meet you.  Why don’t you come back to the bar at 14 diaz?  Does that work for you two?”

      “Yes,” Whitney and Trent said, almost in unison.

      Glint, “Great.  I’ll see you then.  Don’t be nervous.  In fact, drinks are on me.”

      “Thank you.”

      Whitney did some quick calculations on her Screen.  “That gives us about an hour to get down there.  The commute wasn’t very long during the day.  It might take longer because it will be night, but if we leave in about a half-hour, we should be on time.”

      Trent yawned.  “Then allow me to freshen up and we can go meet this band of thugs.”

      Whitney started to look at the quick files on the people involved in the heist.

      Harrins Lowry-B4576T:  Werelion with a wide, unhealed scar under her left eye and several missing teeth.  Talks in a purr.  Dark eyes and painted nails.

      Boggle Ritby-N9834H:  Short, firm woman with blue flesh, purple eyes, close-cut blond hair and walks with a limp from a bad knee injury.

      Marlowe Reed-R3498B:  Silver-tinted being whose mouth is in the middle of his neck, instead of the bottom of his face like almost every other being.  He has a dead left eye with a clouded surface almost blurring out his blue iris.  Bright red hair.

      Oswell Hawkins-C7483R:  Extremely tall, reddish-brown male with no hair.  Skinny being that walked awkwardly due his gigantic size.  Two thumbs on each hand.  Flat nose, emerald eyes and tiny ears.

      Mimick-H3452A:  Half-Droid.  Robotic arms and legs.  Turquoise fleshed male being with robotic eyes, a forearmScreen and long, black hair, swept across his head, occasionally covering his red eyes.  Talks in a monotone and supposed to have lowered emotions.  Thick eyebrows and a hairy chest.

      Jazemore Ideny-G4566T:  Short and thick bodied.  Very close friends with Roxelle.  Purple fleshed being with long black braids.  Her current job gives her the ability to be a Code BREAKER.

      Glint Chesswell-V5973D:  Roxelle’s Sponsor.  Tall, thick man with ashy white skin that he tries to cover with an artificial golden glaze that only smears in concentrated spots to look ridiculous.  Slicked back thinning black hair in a ponytail and a long beard and mustache.

      Whitney went back to the home screen and got ready to go to the bar.  She and Trent wore tight, silver spandex suits with blue striping down the arms and legs.  Whitney thought they looked ridiculous.

      Even though Whitney had ordered another hoverCab to pick them up, a droneCab pulled up and came to a stop.  The droneCabs drove on the street instead of flying.  The black car shaped like a station wagon didn’t have a driver.

      Trent got in the passenger door and Whitney hopped in the back.  A monotone voice asked, “Are you ready for passage?”

      Trent checked with Whitney to make sure she was in.  He answered, “Yes.”

      The driverless car pulled out on the road and headed into the city.  The car whipped around the bends and reminded Whitney of most of the cab drivers in the big cities.  The wagon pulled up in front of The Buzzed Being and Whitney paid the fare.

      The bar’s automatic door opened and a cloud of smoke poured out.  Whitney caught a big whiff of a cherry scented tobacco and it reminded her of the pipe her grandfather used to smoke.  Even being on a strange planet, many light years from earth, there was a similarity that sparked a vivid memory.  Small universe.

      The bar was packed full of different life forms, which intrigued Whitney.  She noticed several cigars and pipes being smoked near the pool tables.  The bar was almost at capacity and the droid bartender appeared to have his hands full.

      Whitney spied a few beings that matched the descriptions of some of the conspirators.  She tried to be nonchalant as she and Trent headed for the end of the bar near the entrance.  Glint came rushing over to them.

      “Welcome back.  I wanted you to see this place when there was a little action going on.  This will also give you two a chance to have a few drinks first to loosen up.  What are you two having?”

      Whitney looked at Trent.  “Same thing?”  Trent nodded in agreement.

      Whitney said, “We’ll have a Star Seeker and a Twisted Craft please.”

      Glint smiled, which didn’t make him look much better.  His busted brown teeth were in serious need of attention.  He said, “Good taste.  I’ll be out to get you around close.  Don’t leave.”

      A female server with ivory white skin and red hair brought out the drinks in a matter of moments.  Whitney stood on the end of the bar, which gave her a good view of the rest of the place.  She could have sworn she recognized Mimick and Oswell Hawkins.  She was positive she had spotted Harrins Lowry and Boggle Rigby.

      The server kept bringing fresh rounds of drinks that the couple didn’t even have to order.

      “Let’s be careful and slow down our drinking.  Remember the probing we’ve already received.”

      A huge woman ducked to get through the entrance and everyone in the bar seemed to shift their attention to the new patron.  The purple-fleshed being with long braids pushed her way through the crowded floor and found a seat in the middle of the bar.

      The black eyes convinced Whitney that Roxelle had just walked past her.  She was even bigger in real life than the measurements indicated.  She weighed about twice as much as Whitney who still carried some of the baby weight.

      “Did you see her?”

      “Yep.  Try not to stare.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You sure about that.”

      “Anyway, she’s pretty intimidating, huh?”

      “I guess.  I’ve dealt with some pretty big hard asses so I’m not scared.  Hell, you’ve dealt with some pretty rotten crooks too.  Just think about how you were nervous going into those situations.  She can’t be that bad.”

      Whitney had a few more drinks and kept scanning the alien bar.  She thought it was like the street scene from The Usual Suspects.  It seemed like a few people among a big crowd were making secret eye contact with each other.  They were all the aliens that Whitney was keeping track of.

      The siren rang for last call and the bar started to thin out.  Only about five or ten people remained and Glint came out from the side door.

      He approached them and said, “I’ll be with you two in just a few moments.”

      Everyone else went into the side door and Whitney and Trent were the only ones in the bar except for the workers.  They stood next to the bar in a nervous silence and listened to the murmuring of the employees.

      Glint finally returned and waved them over to the door.  He led them down a hallway and into a room with a long rectangular table and about a dozen chairs around it.  Roxelle’s gang occupied most of the chairs.

      An unnerving silence followed and Whitney tried to remain calm.  The alcohol helped but it was also making her sweat in the tight spandex outfit.

      Roxelle stood up and walked around the table to stand directly in front of her.  Roxelle kept eye contact the entire time.  Her all-black eyes were freaking Whitney out.  The alien towered over Whitney, who tried not to shake in fear.
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      The silent stare-down continued for an uncomfortable thirty seconds before Roxelle’s thick lips finally started to move.

      She said, “What do we have here?”

      Roxelle ran her fingertips up Whitney’s midsection and gently squeezed her breasts.  Whitney backed up and said, “Excuse me.”

      Roxelle shook her head and walked back to her seat.  “No good.  She’s going to freak out on us.  We need someone who isn’t going to flinch when someone touches them.”

      Whitney defended herself.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not used to people feeling me up before they introduce themselves.  I’m not going to freak out during this job.”

      Roxelle said, “This job, this job, what do you know about this job?”

      “Nothing yet.  Just that we were being considered.”

      “Oh yeah, almost forgot about your little lover boy over there.”

      “Why are you so hostile?”

      Roxelle got up again and started to walk around the table.  “You want to know why I’m so hostile.  How bout I show you, instead of telling you?”

      Glint stepped in front of her.  “They’ve been swabbed.  They are perfect for this mission.  Why are you so against this?”

      Roxelle ground her teeth and spoke without opening her mouth.  “Cuz I don’t like this mouthy bitch.”

      Glint suggested, “Why don’t we put it to a vote?  Not that we even need to, considering we don’t have any other options.”

      Roxelle sat back down.  “Let’s vote.  Just remember that we can find someone else.  Probably someone that can shoot too.  This is for the watch position.”

      Glint smiled.  “Alright, who wants them in?”

      A few hands went up and Whitney took a quick count.  Mimick, Boggle, Glint and finally Oswell’s hand slowly went up.

      Roxelle instantly objected.  “Only one of them can join.”

      Glint asked, “Why?”

      Roxelle said, “Because I said so.  This was my gig from the beginning so what I say goes.  You two are going to have a shoot-off to see who’s going to come on this mission.”  She looked at Glint.  “Is everything set up in the basement?”

      Glint answered, “More or less.  It could be ready in a few minutes.”

      Roxelle turned her attention to Whitney and Trent.  “You two ready to do some shooting?”
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      Whitney jumped off the last two steps and landed on the smooth stone floor of the basement of The Buzzed Being.  Glint led them to a virtual shooting range.  Roxelle handed Whitney a replica of a plasma blaster and Glint went down the alley to set up the shooting screen.

      The owner turned the power on and came back to join everyone.  The screen had a human on it, which made Whitney a bit uneasy.  She wondered why the target they preferred was a man who looked like Trent.

      “You get three shots.  By that point you should have the sights aligned.  We’ll start with a still target.”  Glint showed Whitney the imaginary line where she needed to stand and backed away.

      Whitney looked through the sights of the gun and lined it up over the target’s chest.  She squeezed lightly and a red beam streaked across the shooting alley and hit the screen.  She had missed over the man’s shoulder with the first shot.

      Whitney took a deep breath and tried to remain still as she lined up the next shot.  She held her arm steady, lined up the shot and pulled the trigger.  The red beam nailed the target right in the heart.  Whitney smiled and turned around.  The crew appeared impressed until Roxelle spoke up.

      She said, “You still have one shot left, you know?”

      Whitney responded, “Oh, I didn’t know that.”  Whitney pivoted, aimed the white pistol and fired.  The red beam blasted the exact same spot on the digital target.

      She turned around with a wide grin and handed the gun to Trent.  She stepped back with the rest of the crowd.  Trent took his time lining everything up before he finally fired.  He hit the target in the abdomen.

      Trent aimed again and squeezed off two consecutive shots that ripped into the heart of the digital target.

      Roxelle still sported a sour face.  “Alright.  Maybe all is not lost.  Glint, give them a moving target.”

      The owner went back down to the target screen and reprogrammed it.  He came back with a remote control in his hand.  He said, “When I press this button, the target will slide across the screen like this.”  He pressed the button on the remote and the male target moved across the screen from right to left.

      The digital man who looked like Trent disappeared off the other side of the screen.  Whitney took aim and waited.  The target reappeared and Whitney got off three shots.  The red lights zoomed toward the target and all three plasma replicas hit the man on the left side of his chest.

      Trent excelled with the moving target too and the couple appeared to be gaining some respect as Glint kept increasing the speed.  The two humans continued to pepper the chest of the digital man.  Roxelle and Glint started whispering to each other.

      She said to Glint, “I don’t care.  You tell them.”  Roxelle grabbed the gun from Trent and took a few shots.

      Glint announced, “You two are in.  Let’s hope we don’t need it, but that shooting will come in handy if we do.  Better to have and not need than need and not have.”

      Trent and Whitney smiled at each other.  She wanted to kiss her man, but wasn’t sure how it would go over with the crew.  She didn’t know if they preferred the members to be independent so she just pinched his side playfully.

      The crew returned to the meeting room.  Nine beings sat around a table covered with sketches of the diamond warehouse and its surrounding areas.

      Roxelle pointed at Trent and Whitney.  “You two, listen up.  We’ve all been over this plan a thousand times so stop me if I am confusing you.  It’s all very simple.  We are going into the warehouse.  We’re going to tie up the living guards and deactivate the computerized weapons.  From there it’s just taking the diamonds out and getting them on the escape craft.”

      Roxelle turned a few of the sketches toward Whitney and Trent.  She pointed with a long purple index finger as she spoke.  “You are the numbers four and five on this diagram.  You two are going to be stationed behind this company sign outside the warehouse.  If anything breaks out, shoot anyone you are sure about.”

      A couple of her cohorts laughed and Roxelle shot a stern look around the table.  “I’m not joking.  Just don’t shoot anyone sitting at this table.  Everything should run smoothly and nobody should get hurt.  This should only take a short amount of time and then we will have a planet of our own.  We’ll send you back to Earth 43 whenever you want.”

      “So that’s it?”

      Roxelle nodded slowly.  “That’s it.  Just keep a lookout.  If anything happens, you fire away and send us the emergency text so we know to get out of there.  Like I said, it should never come to that.”

      “Sounds easy enough.”

      Glint warned, “Don’t take this duty lightly.  All our safety will be relying on you.  No pressure.”

      The door flew open and crashed against the wall.  A purple female with shaved ivory hair stood in the open doorway.  She wore a tight golden suit with black leather boots up to her knees.  She had a cat-like face and her tight jaw and gray eyes sang a song of anger.

      Her deep voice bellowed, “What the hell is going on in here?”  The woman was intoxicated and reeked of a body odor that smelled like cumin.  “There they are.”  She turned her attention to Whitney and Trent.

      Whitney checked around to make sure the woman was referring to her.

      The short woman, who wore a red belt above her thick hips, walked over to Whitney and Trent.  “You two thought you could rip me off and get away with it?”

      Whitney’s entire body thumped with her heart.  She had no idea what this woman was talking about.  “I’m sorry, are you talking to us?”  She pointed a thumb at Trent.

      The woman bounced up and down, laughing.  “Now you’re going to play stupid.  You thought I’d forget.  You thought I’d forget what you looked like.  Stupid humans.”

      Trent stood up and Whitney followed suit.  He said, “Look, I don’t know who you think we are, but…”

      “Shut up,” the woman screamed and reached behind her back.  She seemed to be wrestling with something until she produced a Plasma Blaster pistol.

      A collective gasp came from the career criminals in the room.

      Mimick asked, “Where did you get that?”

      The purple woman pointed it at Whitney’s chest.  “Don’t matter.  I got it and they don’t.”

      Glint stepped in.  “Look, these two are essential for our mission.  A lot has changed since yesterday’s meeting.  Don’t kill them.  At least not here.”

      Whitney asked, “What do you think we did?”

      The woman took a step forward and jammed the barrel into Whitney’s throat.  “Don’t play me like that.  I didn’t want to have to do this.  I really didn’t.  You two made this happen.”  She pulled the gun away and pointed it at Trent.  “You’re next, pretty boy.”

      Roxelle spoke with no emotion.  “If you have to do it, do it, Jazemore.  Just aim that way so you don’t get brains or human insides all over us.”

      “Alright, yeah,” Jazemore said.  She moved to the right of Whitney and aimed the gun at the side of her head.

      Whitney turned to face the woman and the rest of the crew.  She couldn’t comprehend that she was going to die over a misunderstanding or misidentification.  She hadn’t crossed several galaxies to save her friends’ planet only to die like this.

      Whitney lowered her shoulder and dove toward the compact woman.  She hit Jazemore in the chest and knocked her down.  Whitney dove on top of the purple female and tried to wrestle the gun out of her hands.  She heard the rest of the crew screaming something, but couldn’t make out the words.

      Whitney located the gun in Jazemore’s right hand and held on to her wrist with both hands.  She used all her strength to pull Jazemore’s hand up to her mouth.  Whitney bit the woman’s hand, right next to her thumb.  Jazemore yelped in pain and Whitney realized everyone was screaming at her.

      Trent pulled her away as she clawed at Jazemore’s hand to get the gun.  All the sounds that were running together finally became clear.

      “Holy shit, she’s a feisty one.”  Glint said as he tried to hold back Jazemore from going after Whitney, who was being held back by Trent.

      “Fuck you, Glint.”  Jazemore struggled to get loose.

      Glint fired back.  “I was talking about her, not you.”

      “Screw her, yes you.  You little bitch,” she yelled at Whitney.

      “You’re lucky they broke it up.  I don’t like it when someone points a gun at me.”  Whitney didn’t even know what she was saying.  A release of endorphins made her entire body buzz.

      Jazemore held the gun next to Glint’s shoulder so Whitney could get a good view of it.  “It’s fake, stupid.  We were just playing a joke on the new recruits.  Everyone was in on it.”

      Whitney looked around the room and the guilty faces and shrugging shoulders indicated that Jazemore was telling the truth.  Whitney still couldn’t tell if the gun was fake.  “Hilarious joke.  How’d that work out for you?”

      She tried to break free again, but Glint corralled her with his long arm.  She said, “Maybe if you didn’t bite like a little girl, I wouldn’t be so pissed.”

      “By any means necessary.”  Whitney tried to sound tough but her soft voice wouldn’t really allow it.

      Roxelle’s voice boomed from the doorway.  “That’s it.  Nice try, Jazemore, but we got a little firecracker on our hands.  She reminds me of me in my younger day.”  The alien laughed and took a seat at the table.

      Mimick said, “Now we know that if something happens during the heist, she isn’t scared to spring into action in a dangerous situation.”

      Roxelle gave Mimick a dirty look.  “Shut up, robot.  We don’t need you stroking the egos of some stupid earth humans.”

      Jazemore chimed in, “Stupid fucking earth humans.”

      Whitney asked, “Why do you keep calling us earth humans?”

      Jazemore said sharply, “Because humans come from other planets too.  They aren’t the stupid fucking earth humans, like you two.  Not all of us are human sympathizers like Mimick over there.”  She let out a very unattractive, manly laugh.

      Glint said, “Alright.  It’s getting late.  Why don’t we all go home for the night and we’ll talk about this tomorrow?  Sleep well knowing that the plan is full speed ahead again with a few sharpshooters on the squad now.  Pretty soon, we will have it all.”

      Everyone said their respective goodbyes and Whitney and Trent took a hoverCab back to the rental property.
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      Jazemore smacked Roxelle on the shoulder as they were leaving the bar.  “Hey.  Can I stay at your place tonight?  I really don’t want to see my boyfriend.”

      “Of course.”  Roxelle put her arm around her friend.  “We Alperians need to stick together.  I barely see any of us anymore around this city.”

      They waited for the neon-glowing cars to speed by before crossing the black road.  Jazemore asked, “What do you think about those new humans?  Other than the fact that the bitch can’t take a joke, of course.”  She rubbed the teeth marks on her hand.

      Roxelle released a laugh that sounded more like a grunt.  “Not sure yet.  Both can shoot their asses off.  They put on a show.  Don’t tell them I said that though.  I’m still trying to give them a hard time so they don’t get relaxed and screw up.”

      Jazemore said, “You can count on me to not pay them any compliments.  I can do that with pleasure.”  The two women jumped out in front of a car as they ran across the street.

      The driver blared the horn and screamed as he passed.  “Get off the road.”

      Jazemore turned around and flipped him off.  “Fuck you, asshole,” she screamed down the busy city street.  She turned to Roxelle.  “You want to hit up a bar on the way home.  Have us a little girly talk,” she said in a baby voice and laughed.

      Roxelle tried to match the voice, knowing that they were anything but ladylike.  “Sure, why not?”

      They walked a few more blocks and entered a blue building with the words Alcohol Invasion shaped like an arch over the door.

      The smoky open room was about half-full.  The rectangular room had a square island bar in the middle with seating around it and a jukebox in the corner.  Other than a few bad abstract paintings on the wall, that was about it.

      The two women took a spot at the bar next to each other.  Jazemore talked over the murmur of the conversations.  “So, are you still banging away on Mimick?”

      Roxelle looked down and smirked.  “You cut straight to the damn chase, huh?”

      Jazemore slapped the red button to summon the droid bartender.  “No need to mess around.  So, what’s the dish?”

      “Only for physical purposes.”

      “Oh, yeah, whatever.  You been doing it for a long time now.  You don’t have to act tough around me.  We’re sisters, remember.”  Jazemore patted Roxelle on the back.

      “I don’t need any of that nonsense right now.  I need to stay focused on the mission right now.  There’s no time for that,” she lied.

      The droid slid down the bar and Jazemore ordered for both women and scanned her tracking device in her wrist to pay.  She turned back to Roxelle, “First off, bullshit on that.  He’s going to be there when this heist is all over so you can spend the rest of your days with him.  I love how you try to talk down to him in front of everyone to play it off.  They have to know.”

      Roxelle yelled, “No, they don’t.  They don’t know anything and it’s going to stay that way.  So don’t go flapping those pretty little lips of yours.  Or I’ll have to cut them off.”  Roxelle warned her friend and grabbed her drink off the serving tray.

      “Threats of violence.  There’s the nasty bitch I know.”  Jazemore held out her plastic cup and Roxelle tapped it with hers.

      Roxelle slammed the drink and set the cup on the bar.  She shook her head and someone caught her eye.  About ten seats down sat the man who had pulled a gun on her at the Buzzed Being about a week ago.

      Jazemore said something to Roxelle but she ignored it.  Roxelle could only think about bashing that ugly jerk’s head into the bar until it exploded.  Once her anger was lit, the wick usually went off like a powder keg.  She took a deep breath and listened to Jazemore.

      “It’s like none of his bullshit is going to matter when I ditch his ass and we go to Soro Exxo.  I gotta figure out who I’m going to grab.  I don’t want to be alone on that planet.”  Jazemore finished her first drink and picked up her second off the bar.

      “You’d never be alone.  You’ll always have me.  We’re sisters and I’ll always look out for you.  We don’t need men in our lives to be happy.”

      “Speak for yourself.  I know this one makes me miserable, but I need a man in my life.  It keeps me in line a little.”  She rolled her eyes.

      Roxelle nodded, “Yeah, sure.  Nothing keeps you in line.  Look, you’ve got my back if something breaks out, right?”

      Jazemore cocked her head to the side and a serious look came over her.  “What are you planning to do?  Are you going to choke someone out again?”

      Roxelle’s head waved back and forth.  “Maybe.  I’m not going to start anything, but there’s someone here who might come after me.  You got my back, right?”

      “Rox the Fox.  I’ve always had your back during every fight you’ve ever been in.  That’s why that pretty face of yours is all fucked up with those scars.  If I wasn’t there for you, you’d be dead.  And look at me.”  She pulled up her skintight suit and revealed several intersections of deep scars along her forearms.

      “Cool.  That’s all I need to know.  Oh, and I might have to strike first.  He had a weapon when we last ran into each other.”

      Jazemore shook her head.  “I knew it was something.  I’m not going to do anything certainly shifted to I’m about to kick this guy’s ass pretty damn quick.”

      Roxelle shrugged her shoulders.  “Come on.  You know how it is.  I can’t have this guy running around town thinking he got the best of me.  You can understand that.”

      Jazemore stuck the long fingernail of her index finger into her red drink and stirred the liquid around.  She cocked her head to the side.  “Don’t forget you have a little heist to worry about.  Forget about this stooge.  He’s not worth it.”

      Roxelle took a few deep breaths, exhaling loudly through her wide nostrils.  “You’re right.  It’s just after I have a few drinks, I get a little rowdy.”  She peeked back down the bar to make sure the big man was still there.  The ugly being placed an order with the droid bartender and slapped the man next to him on the back.

      “Rox?  Rox?” Jazemore tried to get her attention.

      Roxelle turned back to her friend.  “What?”

      “I was asking about Glint and whether you think you can trust him or not.  I always get a creepy vibe from him and I know he wants to bang me.”

      “Well, yeah, he wants to bang everyone.  You should see the way he ogles the new chick.  Right in front of her man too.”  Roxelle remained wary.

      “Screw that bitch.  Her man is alright though.”

      “Too much of that tight-jawed, tough guy look for me.”

      “You do prefer your men to be impish.”  Jazemore laughed and finished the rest of her drink.

      “Not impish.  Just emotionally detached.”  Roxelle nonchalantly peered over her left shoulder and saw that a crowd had gathered at the bar and blocked her view of her enemy.

      “How’s that working out for you?  Hello?” Jazemore waved her hand in front of Roxelle’s face.

      “Huh?” Was all Roxelle could say as her attention was glued to the other side of the bar.  The small group got their drinks and headed for the jukebox.

      The man had disappeared.  Impossible for a man that large to escape her sights even while intoxicated.  She scanned the entire bar, not worrying about being inconspicuous.  She stood on her toes and could see over almost everyone and the man had vanished.  Perhaps he went to take a squirt, she thought.

      Roxelle waited a few minutes and he never emerged from the bathroom.  She relaxed her tense body and leaned against the silver bar.

      Roxelle turned to meet her friend’s eyes.  “Sorry.  What were you saying?”

      Jazemore shook her head.  “Never mind.  You want to get out of here or get another drink?”

      The smoke and most of the patrons had called it a night and Roxelle decided to head out.  “Let’s roll.  We can just walk back to my house if you want.  It’s not too far from here if you remember.”

      “I remember.  You think your boyfriend will be there.  Waiting on your doorstep?”

      “Better not.  Unless he wants to get shot.”  Roxelle acted tough but she would never fire a gun at Mimick with one caveat.  If he were to shoot at her first, she would be forced to kill him.

      The two women walked out into a dark, cloudy night.  A light fog hung over the city as they crossed the street.  The friends decided to cut through the open field of the public park and Roxelle’s boots kicked around the moisture on the blades of grass.

      The fog created a creepy vibe to the night and the two women walked in complete silence.  Roxelle would never admit it, but she was a little on edge.  She knew there were desperate people in Ridmore and the shroud of the thin white fog gave those beings even more confidence.

      The blast of a gun shattered the silence and a neon green plasma bolt ripped past Roxelle’s ear.  The bolt crossed right between both women’s heads.  Roxelle spun around on the balls of her feet and shoved Jazemore behind a metal sign that explained how to use the park’s equipment.

      Another emerald laser streaked through the dark of the night and the creamy fog and flew between Roxelle’s legs.  It had to be the man from the bar.  No time to think right now.

      “Come on.”  Roxelle grabbed Jazemore and the two women ran away from the gunman.

      Another shot rang out and Jazemore dropped.  Roxelle went back to her friend, down on the moist ground.  The bolt had shredded through her calf and shattered her shin bone in the process.  Roxelle covered Jazemore’s mouth as her friend tried to scream in pain.

      Roxelle inspected the wound and it was clear her friend couldn’t get up, let alone run away.  Roxelle put her arm under Jazemore’s back and helped her friend to sit up.  Roxelle covered her friend’s mouth again when she whispered, “I’m going to carry you, alright.”

      Jazemore rapidly nodded her head as tears streamed from her black eyes and down her lavender cheeks.

      Roxelle hooked her arm under Jazemore’s knees as another neon green plasma bolt screamed through the fog.  The bolt grazed Roxelle’s chin and her head snapped back in reaction.  Unfortunately, the path of the bullet continued straight into Jazemore’s chest and ruptured her heart immediately.

      Chest cavity shrapnel exploded in every direction and plastered Roxelle’s face and torso as she pulled her hand from behind her friend.  The bolt hadn’t passed through the body or it would have taken Roxelle’s entire hand off.

      Roxelle wiped the thick scarlet liquid from her eyes and took one last look at her best friend.  She made a silent pledge to make the killer suffer a cruel fate and darted off into the night.  She took a circuitous route home, running in a zigzag pattern to avoid the next bolt.

      Roxelle hadn’t been gripped by fear in a long time.  She also hadn’t been shot at in a long time.  Even on the diamond planet, she had learned to relax in a constant near-death environment.  She tried to figure out how the man had got a gun and hoped to find him before the authorities.  Roxelle wanted to make this man suffer.  That is, if she could make it home alive.

      She jogged into her housing plan on the eastern outskirts of the city and the fog lifted.  She couldn’t figure out if that was an advantage or not.  Warily and cautiously, Roxelle navigated the last few blocks and sprinted up to her front door.

      She punched in her security code as quickly as possible while her neck stretched in all directions to make sure she was alone.  The soft beep sounded glorious to her ears and she jerked the handle and put her shoulder into the door.  She jumped inside and slammed the door closed.

      She heard a monotone voice from behind.  “What is going on?”

      She didn’t turn around to face Mimick and pushed the gray curtains aside to look out the small window next to the door.

      “Are you alright?” her lover asked as he approached her.

      He put his hands on her shoulders and she fell back into the smaller man, almost knocking him over.  Vulnerability and Roxelle didn’t mix but something stirred inside her.  She felt safer in Mimick’s metal arms.  Too safe.

      She broke the embrace and faced Mimick.

      His eyes widened.  “What happened?  You have blood, bone and what looks like inner organs in your face and braids.”  He picked a big chunk from the top of her scalp and tossed it at the golden garbage can in the corner of the room.

      “That fat fuck shot my best friend.  Right in the chest.  He was aiming at me.  She died because of me.  It’s all my fault.”

      “Who died?” Mimick asked.

      “Jazemore.  She shouldn’t have been with me.”

      Mimick tried to calm her down and spoke slowly.  “Nothing is your fault.  This could have happened if she didn’t go with you tonight.  This city is a dangerous place.  Are you sure it was that guy?”

      “Not positive.  It’s foggy out there, but he was at the last bar we were at.  He must’ve followed us on the way home.  He was aiming for me.  I know it.”

      Mimick rubbed her upper arms.  “I’m not so sure.  I liked Jazemore as much as you, but she did have quite a few enemies around this city too.  It very well could have been someone looking to even the score with her in a much crueler way.  You can’t blame yourself.”

      Mimick leaned up to kiss Roxelle, but she jerked her head to the side.  He asked, “What’s wrong?  Stop fighting me.  It’s alright to need help sometimes.  There’s nothing wrong with that at all.  Let me draw a bath and clean you up.  Don’t resist.  You need it, and we can talk about everything.”

      Roxelle relented and went to her room to get undressed.  Roxelle followed the sound of flowing water to her bathroom.  Mimick turned the water off as the bubbles neared the top.  He stood up and walked behind Roxelle.  He reached around and untied her robe.  His metal fingers swept down her neck and pulled the robe from her shoulders.

      The piece of blue cotton hit the ground and Mimick grabbed her hand to help her into the tub.  Roxelle dipped her body into the steaming water.  Her body quickly adjusted to the toasty temperature but she still couldn’t relax.  Fragmented memories of the night kept flashing across her mind.

      Mimick sat down next to the oval tub and started to untie Roxelle’s braids.

      “Go under,” he whispered and Roxelle obeyed his command.

      Mimick used his metal hand to rub the top of her scalp and tried to get the flesh, bone and insides out.  Roxelle emerged with a soapy face.  Mimick used the dry sponge to wipe away the bubbles.  Roxelle didn’t like to be pampered, but she was enjoying this.

      Mimick dunked the sponge in the water and slowly ran it over her shoulders and neck.  He brushed Roxelle’s earlobe, sending shockwaves up and down her spine.  She arched her back and ground her teeth.

      Mimick moved to her back and Roxelle leaned forward to make it easier for him.  He worked in circular patterns and made her flesh sizzle in anticipation.

      He softly said, “What are we going to do now?  We needed Jazemore.”

      His words brought Roxelle back to reality.  “I don’t know.  It would be foolish to go into this heist without a BREAKER.  No, that wouldn’t work at all.”

      Mimick teasingly worked the sponge across her collarbone before diving into the valley in between her breasts.  His forearm brushed over her tightening nipple and Roxelle pushed her lips together to hide a smile.  His warm breath hit the inside of her ear as he leaned in to clean her belly.

      He whispered to her, “It will work out.  Every time something has happened, we fix it.  This plan has been in place for a long time.  Every time someone dropped out, a replacement was found.  We’ll get past this.”

      His words soothed her scarred psyche.  Mimick set down the sponge and squeezed some lavender-scented shampoo into his hand.  He dug into the unbraided mess of hair.  His artificial fingernails scratched along her scalp and Roxelle closed her eyes.

      He continued to work the shampoo in as Roxelle tried to control her urges.  Her head buzzed in anticipation as Mimick pushed her head under.  He swirled his hands around to get out the shampoo.  Roxelle came back up and gasped for air.

      Mimick leaned over and whispered in her ear.  “I’ll re-braid it once it dries.”  He playfully bit her earlobe.

      “Ummm,” Roxelle uttered as she turned to meet his kiss.

      Roxelle’s entire body was on fire as their lips met.  Mimick cupped the side of her face and lightly thumbed her lips in between kisses.  She almost forgot about the events of the night as Mimick whisked her away to a land of romance.

      She couldn’t take it anymore and jumped out of the tub.  She ripped Mimick’s clothes off and pushed him onto his back.  He sat up quickly and put his hand on her right shoulder.  He forced Roxelle onto her back, an unusual position for her.

      Normally, she would have slapped his hand away, thrown him down and taken what she wanted.  She didn’t want to admit it, but she was enjoying herself right now.  Mimick’s warm tongue danced over her chest and Roxelle’s nipples hardened.

      He kissed down to her bellybutton and Roxelle let out a loud moan.

      She screamed, “I want you right now.” She pulled him up to her face and he kissed her passionately and raked his fingernails down the back of her thighs.

      Roxelle couldn’t it take anymore and grabbed both of his ass cheeks and pulled him in.  She writhed upon entry and couldn’t remember a hotter experience with Mimick.  He started slowly and increased the speed after Roxelle begged him to.

      She gripped the back of his head and pulled him in for a kiss.  She had spent so much time trying to keep emotions out of sex that she never would have imagined it could be this intense.  She almost uttered a phrase during the throes of passion, but caught herself at the last second.

      The only words she managed to get out were, “Don’t you stop.”

      Her head felt like it was going to pop off and her body convulsed in passion.  The fire started in her head and filtered throughout the rest of her body.  The tingling fire concentrated in between her legs as Mimick exploded inside of her.

      “Oh fuuuuuck,” she screamed and sucked on Mimick’s neck as she quivered beneath him.

      Her entire body felt like waves of ice and fire were cascading from the top of her head all the way to her toes.  She collapsed on her back, leaving a distinct hickey on Mimick’s neck.  He fell on top of her and Roxelle wanted to say something again before she stopped short.

      She wore a permanent smile and rubbed his stubbly face.  He turned to the side and his rough chin teased her breasts.  Roxelle had never used foreplay in the past because she thought it was a waste of time.  She didn’t think that way anymore.

      Her mind started to return to reality and she wondered how she would explain the murder to the gang.
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      Whitney sat at the table in the meeting room at the Buzzed Being with most of the downtrodden crew.  The door flew open and Marlowe Reed rushed in and took a seat at the table.  He slapped the wooden tabletop.

      “Did you all hear about Jazemore?”  Marlowe held his palms up.

      Roxelle answered.  “Yes, we heard.  I was there.  I watched her chest explode.  I hope to the stars I see that son of a bitch again.”

      Glint walked around the table while everyone else sat at the circular table.  He said, “It’s a great shame, it really is.  However, we need to focus on getting a new BREAKER or this mission is over before it starts.”

      Marlowe started talking and Whitney still couldn’t get over the fact that his mouth was in his throat.  “Anybody know anybody?  I know that sounds stupid, but what can we do?”

      Roxelle rubbed her thick eyebrows.  “We’ve already recruited all the safe beings we possibly could, let alone BREAKERS.”

      Whitney asked, “What’s a BREAKER?”

      Mimick said, “A code BREAKER.  More like a code modifier.  It’s just someone who can alter software programs when necessary.”

      Trent said, “Like a hacker.  I thought all of you were advanced beings.  None of you have the knowledge.”

      Glint said, “The term knowledge is power was never more apt than on this planet.  Everything is run by coded software.  If we let all beings obtain that much knowledge, they would take over the planet.”  It was strange to hear Glint talking about the beings like they were a lower form of life than him.  “There is a certain amount of code a being can hold in their brain before said being can alter almost every program on this planet.  You can steal code, but it’s very dangerous.”

      Oswell put his feet up on the table.  “With my luck, I’ll get tested in two days.”

      Whitney asked, “Tested for what?”

      Oswell replied, “Beings get randomly tested to see how much coding knowledge we hold.  If you are over a certain percentage.”

      Glint chimed in, “Thirty-six percent.”

      Oswell continued, “Thank you.  If you are tested and they detect you are over that amount.”  He paused for a few moments, “You don’t want to be over that amount.”

      Trent said, “Come on.  You gotta tell me what happens.”

      Boggle Rigby stood up and went to get some energy water from the silver pitcher on the counter.  “Don’t sugarcoat it.  You will probably die if you get caught with that much code in your system.”

      Whitney let out a half-laugh.  “That’s crazy.  How do they test you to find out how much coding knowledge you have?”

      Boggle stopped behind Whitney on the way back and shoved her wrist in front of the human’s face.  “We have trackers inside our wrists.”  She pointed to the exact spot.  “All of us do, except for Glint.  They just scan that and it tells them the percentage we carry.”

      Trent said, “Huh, that’s strange as all get up.  So, it’s automatic death if you have over thirty-six percent?”

      Harrins Lowry spoke in a purr.  “You can pay a fine.  Or at least you can try to pay the fine.  The only two that could pay the fine and live would be Roxelle and Glint.  The rest of us would suffer the lethal injection on day five.”

      Whitney asked, “Day five?  What do you mean by day five?”

      Harrins played with the bright red fingernail polish on her claw.  “The authorities give you five days to pay the fine.  Merely a formality I would think.  If you don’t have the money on day one, I don’t think a quick collection from your friends would cover it.  Looks like this mission is over.”

      Glint stopped playing with his long mustache and put his hands on the back of Whitney’s chair.  “I know someone.  At least, I think I know someone.  Give me a day.  Give me one day and I think I might be able to find us a BREAKER.  I just need one day.”  He hurried out of the room and slammed the door shut.

      Roxelle said, “What the hell was that?  Where does he think he is going to find a BREAKER right now?  There’s no chance he comes back with someone who knows coding.  It was all set.  Our plan is falling apart now.”  Whitney could sense the desperation in her voice.

      Oswell took his feet off the table and looked up as he spoke.  “It’s a motherfriggin shame.  We were going to have our own planet.  I’m beyond tired of working for someone else.  We were finally going to be free.”

      Boggle sipped on the clear energy drink in a plastic cup.  “Nothing is over.  We can find someone or one of us can do it.”

      Harrins kept working on her manicured claws and didn’t look up.  “That’s a death wish.”

      Boggle argued, “I know we don’t have a firm date set and that we could probably pull this off if we tried tomorrow or the next day.  If one of us steals the coding knowledge, we’ll be leaving in less than three days.  What are the chances they test one of us during that time?”

      Marlowe said, “For me.  One hundred percent.  I’ll get the notification to be tested right after I steal it.  I know I would get caught.”

      Roxelle said, “You scared bitch.”

      Marlowe lowered his tone.  “No offense to our great leader and all, but Roxelle, you are probably the only one who would be able to pay the fine.”

      Roxelle shook her head.  “I would have nothing left if I had to pay that fine.  I’d lose my house and everything I have.”

      Whitney interjected.  “But what difference does it make?  Are you taking that stuff with you?  You have an entire planet waiting for you to pillage.”

      Roxelle said, “The problem is that they take the code back from a being once they are released.  So if anything happened and I did get busted, we would be right back at square one anyhow.  The way plans have been getting messed up lately, I can’t take that chance.”

      Mimick folded his metal arms over his chest and sat back.  “I suppose we are reliant on Glint to magically find us a new BREAKER.”

      Boggle offered, “What if I scour the bars in the city and try to find someone who knows code?”

      Mimick said, “If they are drinking in a bar, they probably don’t know code.”

      Boggle said, “Not true.  Jazemore loved drinking in bars so there goes that theory.”

      “Jazemore was one of a kind.  Maybe that’s why it’s going to be so difficult to replace her.” Mimick scratched his stubbly face.

      “Oh, what could have been,” Harrins lamented.

      “So that’s that then.  Thanks for getting my hopes up.”  Oswell got up and put his duster on.

      Roxelle looked up at the ceiling and spoke.  “I never wanted it to be like this.  We all should try to track down a BREAKER that would be willing to risk death for a hefty reward.  Right now, we don’t have anyone.  Anyone?  Anyone?”

      “What about her?” Oswell asked and pointed at Whitney.
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      “What about me?” Whitney asked defensively.

      Boggle said, “Wouldn’t work.  They don’t have implants in their wrists.  They’d have no way to absorb the knowledge.”

      Marlowe Reed stood up.  “Wait just a damn minute now.  Whitney, let me see your armScreen.”

      Whitney pulled the rectangular patch of dead skin to the side.  Marlowe’s long, skinny silver finger pointed to the corner of the device.  He said, “Right there.  She has the plug in.”

      Roxelle said, “But how is she going to get to a codeCenter?  I don’t think you can just break a window and get in.”

      Mimick said, “No.  That would be stupid.  However, we do know someone who could get her into the building.”

      All eyes shifted to Oswell.  The dark reddish man with no hair held his hands out and shook his head.  “I can’t do that.  I would be getting a lethal injection if they find out I gave my key to someone so they could steal code.  I’d be an accessory.”

      Roxelle said, “Not if your keys were stolen.  I know that key is just a swipe card and those little suckers can get stolen quite easily.”

      Oswell set his duster on the back of his seat and sat back down at the table.  “Even if I could get her in, why would she want to risk an early death for this?”

      Everyone turned their attention to Whitney.  “How much is the fine?”

      Boggle and Marlowe spoke over each other.  “1.5 million trolodytes.”

      Whitney looked at her Screen and found the account total.  <37,847 Td> “I don’t quite have that in the account.”

      Harrins said, “But the authorities aren’t going to test you.  Long as you don’t get caught during the theft, you’re golden.”

      Roxelle added, “And if you do get caught, either Glint or I will bail you out.  You really have nothing to lose.”

      “But if I get busted, we are back at the same spot, like you said,” she spoke to Roxelle.

      Oswell excitedly said, “Not with your plug in.  She has a physical one.  Instead of an intelligent laser delivering the information to a tracking device, this plugs right in.  If you get caught, just spit into the opening and they won’t be able to drain the code out of you.”

      Boggle said, “Now we have a plan.  We ride again.”

      Mimick countered.  “I’m not entirely sure she’s agreed to anything yet.”

      The attention shifted back to Whitney.  Perspiration started to form on her forehead.  She turned to Trent who shook his head slowly.

      Harrins purred, “Don’t listen to him.  You get to destroy Soro Exxo with us after the heist.  You can have your own paradise to live out the rest of your days.  You’re not just doing it for us.”

      Whitney turned her eyes to Roxelle.  “And you promise to bail me out if anything happens?”

      The purple-fleshed being nodded in agreeance.  “You have my word.”

      Whitney scanned the room.  “I guess I’ll do it.”

      A collective sigh of relief filled the room and the serious faces soon shifted to smiles.

      Whitney and Trent got back to their rental home after a hoverCab ride back in silence.  She could tell Trent was pissed but she didn’t want to engage him.

      He lashed out at her.  “We have a son to think about, you know?”

      “I do know.  We have to make this happen.  Don’t you see?  Are we getting picked up by Ozzie on this planet?”

      “I don’t know.  He did give a way to reach him on our armScreens.”

      Whitney went into the bedroom to get the food pills and Trent followed her.  “Trent.  We’re stranded here unless we hitch a ride on the diamond heist express.  That is our only option.  If I don’t do this, we are going to be here until our money runs out.  Then we will become basically slaves like the rest of the beings on this planet.”

      Trent popped a pill in his mouth and grabbed a bottle of water off the night stand.  He downed the pill and wiped his mouth with his hand.  “We would be able to figure something out.  We always do.  If you get caught, the heist could still go down and you’ll be dead.  You want me to raise Lancelot as a single dad, is that what this is?”

      Whitney took the water bottle from his hand and took her meal.  “What are you even talking about?  You think this is some great plan to abandon my son who I miss worse than anything?  You’re talking crazy right now and you need to settle down.  This will make us an indispensable part of the team.  Just being watchdogs, they could easily replace us if necessary.  I’m going to steal this code, but we still have to think about how we can derail this plan.”

      Trent paced back and forth, stopping occasionally.  “That’s what I am talking about.  Why are you trying to help?  The plan was dead in the water and Soro Exxo was safe.  But you stepped up and did something stupid.”

      A fire started to burn in her chest and she looked at some reptilian scales forming over her hand.  She wasn’t sure if she could shift into a dragon with the armScreen, but this was good to know.  She took several deep breaths and her hand returned to normal.  “They weren’t going to give up if I didn’t do it.  They would have made another plan and destroyed the ghosts of Soro Exxo.  You’ve met the crew.  They sounded like they were ready to give up, but we are going to have to stop them at another point.”

      “Such as?”  Trent held his arms up.

      Whitney opened the dresser drawer and contemplated which outfit to wear.  They were all spandex suits, just different color patterns.  “I was thinking we do something to get them caught during the heist.”

      “Wouldn’t we get caught too?  They said if you get busted for stealing, it’s the death penalty.”

      Whitney pulled out a bright blue suit with an orange stripe down the side.  “I’m still trying to figure out a way that we would escape and they would get busted.”

      “Well you better hurry up.  Time is a tick-tocking away.”  He tapped his left wrist with his right index finger.

      “You need to settle yourself right now.  Those energy supplements in the food pills really have you on edge.”  She peeled off her gray suit and threw it in the corner of the room.

      “How can’t you be on edge right now?”

      Whitney slipped into a thin robe and shrugged her shoulders.  She walked to the living room and Trent followed her.  “Look, we are going to do our damnedest to make sure this doesn’t go down, but that’s all we can do.  The pregnancy taught me that if I worry about something, or I don’t obsess over it, the same outcome will be reached.  Maybe I’ve reached a stage of Zen philosophy.  C’est la vie.”

      “You’re all over the place with your Latin and Zen phrases.  I just don’t know what I would do if something were to happen to you.  That’s all.  You’re my everything.”

      Tears formed in the corners of her eyes.  “And I love you more than anything.  Nothing is going to happen.  Your lady is going to be just fine.”

      “I hope so, but that won’t stop me from worrying.”  He kept pacing around the small living room.

      “I really could use some support right now.  Maybe you could help me to relax before this mission.”  Whitney sat down on the couch and patted the spot next to her.

      Trent sauntered over and sat down.  He faced Whitney, placed his hands on her shoulders and gave her a soft kiss.  He massaged her tense neck and torso.  Whitney felt right at home under his touch.

      His fingernails scraped her stomach as he slowly removed her robe top.  All the worry about the upcoming mission melted away.  She grabbed the waistline of his shirt and pried the spandex-like material from his chiseled body.

      She rubbed his left biceps with both hands as he leaned in and planted a sweet kiss on her nose.  Trent removed his pants and flung them over his right shoulder.  He pushed Whitney onto her back and got on top of her.

      “I can’t believe we are going to have sex on three different planets.  Wonder how many humans can make that claim?” she whispered.

      Trent used his index and middle finger to stimulate Whitney’s rock-hard nipple as he breathed heavily into her ear.  She thrust her pelvis in the air and dug her heels into the soft cushion.  Trent teased his fingers up her thigh.  Whitney felt a buzzing sensation coming from her left forearm.

      “Oh shit, I’m getting a call from someone.”

      Trent backed away as Whitney opened the flap of skin to see her Screen.  “It’s Oswell.  He must be early.”

      Whitney accepted the call.  “Hello.”

      He said, “Be there in about, how can I say this so you will understand?  I’ll be there in about five minutes.”

      “I understand.  I’ll be ready.”

      Whitney frantically got changed and slid her shoes on just as Oswell honked the horn for her.  Trent was waiting by the door and Whitney didn’t know what to say to him.

      She uttered the phrase, “Be right back.”

      He wrapped his right arm around her and pulled her in.  “Be careful.  Don’t take any more risks than you already are.  Why don’t you let me do this?”

      “Too late now.  Oswell is waiting for me.”  She stood on tiptoes and smooched her man.  “Don’t worry too much.”  She smiled and Trent forced a grin with effort.

      Trent did not respond.  She had never seen him this worried about anything other than the birth of their son.  She walked up to Oswell’s orange hoverCar and the passenger door opened automatically.  She sat down on the white leather and waited for the door to seal itself shut.

      “How are we?” Oswell asked, smiling.

      “Alright.  A little nervous I guess.”

      “Good.  Take this.”  Oswell tossed a ski mask to her and pressed a few buttons as the car began to rise.

      Whitney checked out the black ski mask.  “Why is that good that I’m nervous?”

      “Means you aren’t stupid.  I’m not going to lie this is a big deal that can result in some serious consequences.  I’m not going to let that happen though.  I sent you a message.  It has the directions once you get inside the building.”  Oswell drove much faster than the hoverCabs Whitney had taken.

      “Alright.”

      He passed her a tiny, clear plastic rectangle.  “This is the key to get in.  You will see the insert right next to the door.  It’ll look like a call box.  Just open it and wave this in front of it.  A green light should pop on and you can open the door after that.”

      “Sounds good.”  She wrung her hands.

      Oswell took a turn fast and the car tilted, forcing Whitney into the passenger door.  He acted like nothing had happened, and said, “After you are in, just look at those directions.  They will take you to the room that has the machine.  The machine is a huge rectangle that looks like a filing cabinet on its side.  There will be seven plugs hanging out of the blinking machine.  Find the shortest cord and insert it into your plug in.”

      “What do I do after that?”

      Oswell beeped the horn as a red hoverCar cut him off.  “Asshole.  People really need to learn how to drive on this planet.  Wait.  It should only take about ten minutes to get close to one hundred percent.  You could probably stop at about eighty and still have enough knowledge to carry out the mission.”

      “Alright, this all sounds easy enough.”

      They came to a stop.  Oswell used the rear-view mirror to pick something out of his yellow teeth.  “I will be right outside.  If anything happens, just run out and we’ll haul ass outta here.  If it gets worse than that and you have to explain things to the authorities, you stole the key from me.  I hate to do it, but I will tell them you stole that key.”

      “Then let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.  Quick little in and out.”  Whitney tried to steel her nerves but nervous energy persisted.  She took a few deep breaths and that didn’t work either.

      They entered the dark city in silence.  Oswell stayed about twenty meters above the road as he zipped in between buildings and skyscrapers.  He turned down a dark alley and then back onto a main road with streetlights.

      The hoverCar came to a stop and lowered to the ground.

      Oswell turned to her.  “I’d say good luck, but you’ve got this.  This is going to be easy.”

      “So that’s the building.”  Whitney pointed to a pale green skyscraper.

      He shook his finger in front of her face.  “No, it’s a much smaller building just behind that.  It’ll have a dull orange tint to it.”

      This didn’t sit right with Whitney.  “I thought you said you would be waiting right outside in case anything happens.  Now you’re two blocks away.  What gives here?”

      Oswell smiled and tried to reassure her.  “Don’t worry.  There’s cameras on the building.  They can’t see me drop you off, but they can see me pick you up.  I’ll circle around for a few minutes and find a spot just about the time you should be coming out.”

      “I don’t know.  I’m having second thoughts now.  I don’t know.”

      Oswell spoke in a softer tone.  “You can back out.  Or you can be the hero.  I know what I would do.”

      The phrase sounded so stupid in her head, but for some reason it calmed her down a bit.

      “Open the door.  Alright, the dull orange building.”  Whitney punched her thigh a couple times to get amped up and slid the ski mask over her face.  She stretched the eyeholes to get the best view.

      Oswell hit the button and the door slowly rose upward.  “It’ll say, Oktone Information Systems above the clear door.  Make us proud.”

      The automatic doored opened fully and Whitney stepped into a muggy city night.  Nobody appeared to be in the area as she tried to get stealthily to the building.  She walked at a brisk pace as she crossed the street.  She panned to her left and right and didn’t notice anyone.

      She approached the door and lifted the flap over the black security opening next to the door.  She held up the key with a shaky hand and waited for the flash.  She had to steady her arm to hold it flat.  A soft beep and a beam of green light came from the box.

      She pushed against the glass door and it slowly moved.  She squeezed her slender body through the opening and pulled up her sleeve.  She opened her armScreen and brought up the directions.  Whitney began to navigate her way through the narrow hallways.

      The halls were dark with dim red lights hanging from the ceiling.  She bumped into a few walls from staring at the directions but continued on her path.  Whitney kept expecting a guard to jump out and bust her.

      A buzzing came from ahead as she neared her destination.  The directions led her to the end of a hall.  Only a wooden door stood in her way.  She wondered why Oswell hadn’t mentioned the door and she grabbed the flat knob with concern.

      She pushed down and sure enough the handle cooperated.  Only one machine sat in the middle of the small room.  The dim red lights exposed a huge rectangular tower with blinking lights of every color.  She found the cords and measured them to find the smallest one.

      She had to untangle two and found a red cord to be the shortest.  It took three shaky attempts to plug the cord in but she finally secured the connection.

      Pain equivalent to a frying pan across her face caused Whitney to fall down.  The cord remained plugged in and Whitney’s arm extended above her floored body.  An intense force centered behind her eyes.  Immense pressure built in her head.

      “GAAAAHHHH,” she gasped for breath.

      Her eyes shot open.  Visions of code danced in front of her.  A swirling vortex of multi-colored words, numbers and characters pulled her in.  Whitney instinctually stood up, following the vortex.  She made it to her feet and only green coding on a black backdrop remained.  Thousands of lines flashed in and out by the second.

      A steady siren like a fire whistle broke her concentration and the vortex disappeared.  Her head throbbed as she ripped the plug out.  She could barely read the ‘97%’ on her Screen because of the migraine headache.  The loud sirens and blinking red lights only made things worse as she brought up the directions to get out.

      Despite the raging pain in her head, Whitney quickly navigated the maze-like hallway and pushed the door open.  Oswell’s car was nowhere to be seen.  She tried to cross the street to get to the place where he had originally parked.

      A different group of sirens with a ‘woo, woo, woo’ sound seemed to be getting louder by the second as Whitney broke out into a sprint.  She didn’t want to turn around and pulled the mask down over her chin.

      She raced around the corner of the drab green building and her heart sank.  Oswell and his car were gone.

      A call came over a police loudspeaker.  “Stop or we will be forced to shoot.”

      Whitney disregarded the command and kept running into the city.  Several shots broke through the sirens and she dropped.

      Two ivory-skinned aliens wearing police uniforms approached her with guns drawn.
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      The nervous gang sat around the table in the meeting room at the Buzzed Being.

      Trent said, “What do you mean you aren’t going to bail her out?  You promised.”

      Roxelle shook her head.  “Oh dumdum.  I promise a lot of things and the only one I keep them with is myself.”

      Trent argued, “You can’t just let her die.  She did this for you.  Barely even knowing you I might add.  Oswell even said that if she spit in the connection, that she would retain the code.”

      Harrins said, “Well how do we know if she did that?  Huh bigboy, is she a spitter?”

      Trent snapped back.  “This isn’t fucking funny.  My wife is about to be executed.  It’s not the time for casual jokes.”  He turned to Roxelle.  “You need her.  I know you want to get out of this shithole of a city and go to paradise.”

      “You don’t know anything, earthling.”  Roxelle swung some of her braids over her right shoulder.

      Trent slammed his fist on the table.  “I know that if she dies so do I and let’s just say, I’m not going alone.”

      She jumped up from her seat.  “Are you threatening me?”

      “Maybe I fucking am.  What are you going to do about it?”  He got up and went after her.

      Harrins and Marlowe jumped in between the two hotheads.

      Roxelle pointed at Trent and yelled, “Don’t act up.  I could kill you and nobody would be the wiser.  They don’t even investigate a being that doesn’t have a sponsor.  Watch your tongue and you just might see tomorrow.”

      The door swung open and Glint entered with a short female with bright orange skin.  The owner of the bar had a slimy smile on his face.  “I’d like everyone to meet Gerelle.  She’s going to be our new BREAKER.”

      Gerelle walked right up to Trent, reached out, and cupped his manhood.  He jumped back, and said, “What the hell is that?  You all need to learn a proper handshake.”

      “Sorry I’m not shy.  If I like something, I grab it,” Gerelle responded, and shrugged her shoulders.

      “What do you mean, another BREAKER?” Trent screamed, attention focused on Glint.

      “Where did you find this being?” Harrins asked.

      Glint answered, “I went to Humbellio to get this fine creature to ensure our plan can move forward.  Why is everyone so glum?”

      Mimick said, “We didn’t know what you were doing and Whitney tried to steal coding knowledge.”

      “So what?  Where is she?”  Glint searched around the room.

      Mimick said, “That’s just it.  She got caught.  The alarms went off after she passed ninety percent.”

      Glint said, “That’s too bad.  Why did she go past ninety?”  The smile never faded from his crusty lips.

      Trent made a fist and wondered why Glint hadn’t warned Whitney about going over ninety.  The sponsor had been surprisingly silent on that matter.  Trent objected.  “Too bad.  Too bad.  You need to get my girl out if this deadbeat isn’t going to.”  He pointed at Roxelle.

      Glint laughed.  “Why would I do that?  I don’t even have a million and a half in liquid right now.”

      Trent sat back down.  “You need her in case anything happens too.  Her shooting can keep you alive if it gets hairy during the heist.  You have to do this.  Come on.”

      Glint looked like he was shooing away a fly with the back of his hand.  “Pass.”

      “Pass.  I’ll give you pass.”  Trent kicked the chair out like a mule and lunged at Glint.  Oswell jumped in front to stop Trent.

      Trent grabbed Oswell by the throat.  “And you.  Leaving her there to die.  Don’t try to call yourself a man.  I’m starting to think you set her up.  Intimidated by a small girl, huh?”

      Oswell knocked Trent’s hand off his neck.

      “Get him out of here,” Roxelle said.

      “Forget it.  I’m leaving.  You haven’t seen the last of me either.  Watch your backs.  Every single one of you.”  Trent slammed the door on his way out of the meeting room.

      He knocked a row of drinks off the bar and shoved the bouncer before exiting.  Roxelle went out to the bar and made sure he had left before going back into the meeting room.  After the shooting the other night, she didn’t want to take any chances with people threatening her.

      She sat back down at the circular table.  “I don’t owe those two shit.”

      Mimick said in a soft tone, “You did promise to bail her out.  I can understand why her husband is so distraught.”

      The innocuous words from her lover cut through her like a machete.  She had tried to reject her feelings for so long until Mimick had brought them to the surface during her bubble bath.  Something tugged at her heartstrings, trying to soften the concrete cords.

      She took a deep breath and suppressed the tidal wave of emotions.  She sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest.  Her head swirled with thoughts of Jazemore’s death, her feelings for Mimick, the promise to Whitney and how the hell to pull off this diamond heist.

      Marlowe slammed his fists on the table.  “I guess it’s all over now.  We have a BREAKER but we lost two great shots on lookout.  Now we need to find two more people.  It’s looking like this isn’t going to happen.  We’re all going to work until we die.  Except for you.”  He referred to Glint.

      Roxelle spoke in a serious tone.  “It’s not over.  Just give me some time to really think about this and figure it out.  It’s much easier to replace two watchdogs than it is to find a BREAKER.  Glint, why don’t you take another trip to find a couple of look outs?”

      Glint said, “I can try.  We might have to push this back a few days so I can travel to other planets.  If we use someone from this planet and their sponsor tracks them during the heist, we’re all in trouble.”

      Mimick leaned back in his chair.  “Glint, why don’t you just secure the release of the human?  You won’t be able to use that money on Soro Exxo anyway.  The diamonds are enough to buy us anything we want in the universe.  Why don’t you just bail her out?”

      Glint stared at the floor as he spoke.  “Because I have to think along the lines that this plan won’t work.  That it will never happen.  If I lay down a million-five and this plan dissolves, I just lost out on a shitload of money.”

      Roxelle barely had enough money to bail out Whitney, but Glint had plenty.  His cheapness pissed off Roxelle, but it was his greed that had brought the two together.  She had no doubt Glint would cross his co-sponsors to steal the diamonds.  Her only worry was that Glint would try to screw over the crew after the heist.

      Boggle said, “It appears we are at a great impasse.  Maybe this whole thing is cursed and this is a sign we shouldn’t be doing it.  If we get caught, we’re all going to die, even you Roxelle.”

      Roxelle had hoped nobody would point that out.  She was really saving her money in case they did get caught.  She wanted to have something to appeal to the greed of the other sponsors.  She had mentally suppressed the fact that the other sponsors would probably push for her death because she was stealing directly from them.

      When she and Mimick had originally talked about the plan, everything had seemed so simple.  All they had to do was convince Glint to go along with it.  They had assumed finding desperate beings to pull off the heist would be the easiest part.

      Roxelle suggested, “Maybe we should get her out.  It would make everything so much simpler.  Glint, I’ll split it with you.”

      The tall man used his fingers and thumb to curl his long mustachio.  “I still think we are better off finding new people.”

      Roxelle replied, “You cheap son of a bitch.  Let’s make this happen.”

      He shook his head.  “I just think it’s an unnecessary and expensive move.  And you may want to curtail your insults toward me.  Don’t forget who’s the only indispensable person for this mission.  No shuttle of mine means you are all stranded here.  And I am not cheap.  When’s the last time any of you have paid for a drink in this place?”

      Roxelle said, “You can have your watered-down piss liquid if you want.  If we get her out we can move within a couple of days.  We can be in paradise before we even know it.”

      Glint didn’t seem convinced.  “I just don’t know if it’s worth it.  That’s all.”
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      Trent stared at his wife on the other side of the thick Plexiglas.  There were small holes drilled in the entire window that allowed sound to carry through.

      Trent tried to hold back the tears.  “They didn’t seem very receptive to getting you out of here.”

      Whitney said, “What do you mean?  Roxelle had promised that if anything went wrong, I was safe.  How can she back out now?”

      Trent sighed.  “That’s what I tried to warn you about being undercover.  These people aren’t exactly honorable and she basically said her word means nothing and you should have never believed her.”

      Whitney’s face went white as a ghost.  She spoke like she was in shock.  “I just.  What is going to happen?  I’m just.  I’m just going to die?”

      Trent promised.  “I won’t let that happen.  I’m going to get you out of here if it costs me my life in the process.  I love you and I’m getting you out of here.”

      Her face brightened.  “So you have a plan?”

      Trent said, “Not exactly yet, but I’ve got some ideas swirling around in my head.”  Trent lied.  He didn’t have a clue as to where to even start.  He was on a strange planet and didn’t have any friends.  In fact, he had just made enemies with the most ruthless beings in the city.

      The sliver of hope faded from her face and tears streamed down her cheeks.  “Tell Lancelot that I loved him more than anything.  Raise him well.  For me.”

      Trent said, “Stop that right now.  Don’t talk like that.  I said I will get you out and I will.  I’ll admit when I was kidnapped and inside that dream world, I never thought I would get out.  I was sure I was going to die.  I’m sure that’s how you are feeling right now too.”

      “That was a completely different situation.”

      Trent shook his head.  “Not entirely.  All hope was lost.  It took you turning into a dragon, sure, but we got out of it.  We’ve faced some pretty tall mountains so far and we’ve conquered every single one.  This won’t be any different.”

      Some blood returned to her pale face.  “I just can’t believe she is going back on her word.  Makes me so mad.”

      Trent offered, “Mimick stood up for you.  For what it’s worth.”

      “I actually like him.  He’s the only nice one.  The hell with the rest of those thugs, especially Roxelle.”  She said her name in a mocking tone.  “And the bastard that left me for dead while I was stealing the code.  He can die too.  In fact, all of them could die except for Mimick.”  Her face became even more flushed as she got more animated during her statement.

      Trent told her.  “Calm down, baby.  You know what happens when you get mad.”

      “What, this?”  She held up the back of her hand where a shield of tiny silver scales had replaced her normal tone.

      “Don’t do it.  They have some heavy-duty weapons in this station.  They will be able to take you out before you escape.  These walls are apparently reinforced to withstand a tornado so even with your dragon power, you won’t make it out alive.”

      “So I’m completely helpless then.  Great.”  She started to calm down and the scales disappeared.

      “You aren’t helpless.  You have me.  It might take some ingenuity on my part, but I will get you out.  Try to stay positive.  Think about your family and our son,” Trent said with emotion.

      “You want me to think about the people that I’m never going to see again.  Why would you want me to do that?”

      Trent didn’t know what to say.  “You are going to see everyone again.  I’m going to get you out of here and we are going to stop these people from invading Soro Exxo.  This is just a hurdle in the way.”

      A heavy hand tapped him on the shoulder and the guard said, “Visiting time is up.”

      He stared into his wife’s crying eyes.  “I love you baby.  They’re kicking me out now.”

      “Fine.  Just go then.”

      “Baby, I don’t want to.  I’d stay here all day with you if they’d let me.  But, I’m going to find a way to get you out of here.  I love you.”

      Whitney stared at him in silence.

      Trent spoke as he was backing away, “I said I love you, baby.”

      She could barely whisper.  “I love you too.”

      A guard pulled Whitney away and led her back to her cell.

      Trent left the station with a crater in his chest.  His heart had been plucked out by his conversation with Whitney.  It was killing him to see his wife in a prison suit and handcuffs.  He used his armScreen to order a HoverCab.

      He stood on the sidewalk of a busy intersection and thought about throwing himself in front of one of the cars.  He had never possessed any suicidal tendencies, but the gravity of this situation had his mind entertaining crazy thoughts.

      The Cab showed up and hovered about ten feet above Trent.  A metal ladder lowered from the car and Trent climbed up into the driverless vehicle.  He gave the cab his address and leaned back against the soft head rest.

      This can’t be how it all ends.  We can’t die on some planet light years away from our son.  Why did the family of ghosts send us here?  Why couldn’t they take care of their own problems?  Sure, they helped us get the money to secure financing for our company, but to send us to our deaths?

      He walked into the rental property and kicked his shoes off.  He immediately sniffed the scent of his lover.  Vanilla and orange blossoms.  He lay down on the couch and closed his eyes.  He opened them a moment later and sat up.

      He couldn’t fall asleep right now even though his body was screaming at him to get some rest.  His mind raced in a thousand different directions, but they all turned out to be dead ends.  He didn’t have any leverage whatsoever on this planet.

      Endorphins streaked through his body as an idea hit him.  This plan could work.  He didn’t want to do it, but he didn’t have a choice.  More natural energy forced him to stand up and pace around the unit.  He tried to imagine what supplies he would need and where to get them.

      He started hacking away at his computer Screen in his forearm.  He wanted to know if there were any hardware stores on this planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

          Trent

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Trent set down the two bags of supplies next to the couch.  He ripped open the packaging and took the items into the bedroom.  Her scent captured his olfactory senses again.  He tossed the items on the bed and went back to the living room.

      Trent got cleaned up, ate a meal pill and called for a hoverCab.  His plan was a long shot, but much better than sitting on his ass doing nothing.  The worry caused his stomach to tie in knots and writhe in pain.

      He pulled up the sleeve of his skintight silver suit and looked at his armScreen.  The Cab had sent a notification that it would be there momentarily.  Trent stepped out into an orange dusk.  He felt chilly and pushed his sleeve down.  He still didn’t feel right about this.

      The hoverCab landed next to him and the door opened automatically.  Trent got in and the door slowly sealed shut.  A speaker said, “Destination please.”

      “Space Shots.”

      A monotone voice said, “You are referencing the bar, Space Shots, on Gullelli Drive.  Is this the correct destination?”

      “Yes,” Trent confirmed.

      He entered the bar as the automatic door slid open.  The scent of cherry tobacco lingered in the dimly lit room.  The decorative pattern seemed to consist of shades of green and the place looked like a group of leprechauns had exploded.  Even the rectangular droid bartender looked like a green mailbox.

      A bar that resembled a grassy island sat in the middle of the room with haphazardly scattered tables and chairs around it.  A black jukebox in the far corner broke the green theme.  Trent took a seat at the bar.  About a dozen beings sat at the bar and about ten others stumbled around the rest of the room.

      He slapped the red button to summon the bartender and leaned back in the high stool.  He nonchalantly glanced around the room.  He didn’t recognize anyone as he leaned forward.  The bartender slid down the track and stopped in front of Trent.

      He felt guilty having a drink with his wife in the slammer, but he didn’t want to look out of place.  He ordered a Cosmic Soldier and the droid scanned his armScreen.  A few minutes later, a female alien with green skin and a tight shirt that barely contained her huge breasts, brought him a drink.

      Trent had noticed a pattern among the drink servers in this city.  He didn’t quite understand it because you tipped before the server brought out the drinks.  It must be for the second and third round, after you got a good look at the lady.  He wondered why he hadn’t seen any male servers with bulging crotches for the females.

      Trent had a few drinks as the bar filled up gradually.  He wasn’t sure what to do if he ran into one of the members of the diamond heist.  He had threatened all their lives.  Upon reflection, it wasn’t the smartest move to threaten a band of murderers.

      His plan relied on blind luck, but he didn’t have any other options.  Trent ordered another drink and Gerelle walked through the front door.  Trent turned away, pretending that he hadn’t seen her.  He played with his armScreen, not doing anything in particular.

      The woman sat across from him, about ten meters away, on the other side of the square island bar.  They made eye contact and she quickly glanced away.  Trent took a deep breath, but that was a good sign.  Her lips had curled up just enough to convince him this plan might work.

      He grabbed his drink from the green serving lady and walked over to the other side of the bar.  He nervously took a sip from his drink as he approached the female.

      “Sorry about yesterday.  I was full of emotion and acting irrationally.”  He lied and hoped his act was convincing.

      “Sit down,” Gerelle said in a seductive voice and pointed to the empty stool next to her.

      Trent put his foot on the cylindrical, golden bar rail and pushed himself up into the green chair.  “Thanks.”

      Gerelle seemed to be getting lost in Trent’s eyes so he turned away.  She said, “Don’t look away.  Turn your chair so we can talk.”

      Trent reluctantly wiggled his chair and moved it just enough to face her.

      She said, “That’s better.  Now I can see that pretty face.  So are you over the bitch, yet?”

      Trent used every ounce of strength in his body not to punch her in the mouth.  He grabbed his thigh to try to stop shaking and forced an ugly smile.  He reached over and claimed his drink off the bar.  “This helps.”  He swirled the red liquid around and took a swig.

      Gerelle’s smile crept from her lips to her wide-open eyes and she unbuttoned the top button on her shirt.  Trent wanted to move away because she was making him extremely uncomfortable with her amorous gazes.  “Maybe you’re ready for something a little nasty.”  She slapped her thick thigh.

      Trent cocked his head to the side and smirked.  “I do like to get a little nasty.  How did you know?”

      Gerelle slammed the rest of her drink and put her hand on Trent’s forearm.  She rubbed his unaltered arm in a seductive manner until Trent pulled away.

      She pursed her lips and made a kissing sound.  “I don’t like a man that pulls out like that.  Imagine the beautiful offspring we could have.  I know you probably loved her or whatever, but you need to forget about all that now.  I’m here to make you feel better.”  Her hand dropped down to playfully tickle his washboard stomach.  “Damn, I could get used to this.”

      Trent squirmed but he didn’t jump out of his seat.  He moved his chair closer and called the bartender to get more drinks.  Shots too.  It was time to kick this party into high gear.  They proceeded to get hammered in a relatively short time span.

      Trent checked around the bar and noticed that the place was almost empty.  The sleeplessness and intoxication made for a confusing cocktail as her face appeared to be surreal, almost like a painting.

      “Let’s get out of here and have some fun,” Gerelle whispered in his ear.

      “I just need to use the bathroom and then we can go.”  Trent went to the restroom and noticed that even the urinals were green.

      The next hour was a blur of memories and he stood outside the rental property with the woman he had picked up at the bar.  He fumbled to get the door to open as his hand shook with the key swerving left and right.  He finally hit the laser projection and the door slid open.

      They stumbled in and Trent turned on the lights.

      “Sweet couch.  Let’s go have some fun on that.”  Gerelle winked at him but due to her extreme drunkenness it looked more like a blink.

      “No.  Not the couch.  It’s straight to the bedroom for us.”

      The aroma of Whitney’s perfume acted like a shot of adrenaline.  He became more alert and re-focused on his mission.  His inebriation persisted but he was more in control now.

      He led her to the bed and she fell back and pulled Trent on top of her.  She leaned up to meet his lips and Trent backed away.  “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said and moved his head forward.  Gerelle’s lips felt alien on his.  They were soft and warm and welcoming, but they weren’t Whitney’s.

      Her tongue invaded his mouth and swirled around as though it was inspecting a new land.  Trent removed his shirt and her face lit up even more.  She rubbed his chest and pulled his face to hers.  He kissed her again and it started to feel more natural.

      He unbuttoned her top and exposed a lovely set of orange breasts with purple nipples.  He softly kissed her chest as he slid off his pants, making sure to leave his boxers on.  He kissed down her belly and pried the tight leather from her legs.

      He went to peel away the bright pink thong and stopped.  “I have an idea.  You said you like nasty, but do you like dangerous sex?”

      “I’ll do anything you want, baby.”

      Don’t call me baby.  Only one person in this world, no universe, gets to call me that.

      He pulled the rope out of the closet.  “I’m going to tie you up and have my way with you.  And there will be nothing you can do about it.  You can beg for mercy as much as you want, but you will be mine.”

      “Uhh, ummm.  That’s making me hot already.  I’ve never been tied up before.”

      Trent caressed down her right arm and tied a knot around her wrist.  He stretched the rope over to the bedpost and secured the knot.  He yanked it to make sure it was secure.  She grabbed his manhood with her free hand.  “How long do I have to wait for this?”

      Trent leaned in and kissed her.  “Just a little bit longer.”  He tied her other arm to the bedpost and moved down to her legs.

      She quaked in anticipation as he kissed the inside of her knee.  Trent wrapped the stretchy white rope around her ankle and anchored it to the nearest bedpost.  He got her final appendage secured and stood up.

      “Try to get away,” he said playfully.

      She wiggled around.  “Oh, no, it looks like I’m stuck.”  She locked eyes with him.  “Anyone could do anything they wanted to me and I couldn’t stop them.”

      “No.  Really try to get away.  I want to make sure you won’t bust loose in the throes of passion.”

      She trashed around but couldn’t get loose.  “You must be pretty good at tying knots.  Is there anything else you are good at?”  She winked.

      “As much as I do love all your sexual innuendo, I hate to do this.”  Trent went to leave the room.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.  What are you doing?  AAAAHHHHHHHH,” she started screaming.

      Trent walked back over to the bed and she quieted down.  “I will gag you if I have to.  I didn’t want to have to do this, but this is the only way I can get my wife out.  I’m not going to leave you for dead.  This is just until I get my baby back.”

      “You piece of shit.”

      “I can actually understand that and I am sorry about all of this.  What did Glint promise you to do this job?”  He sat down on the bed.

      “He said he could take me to some stupid planet full of peaceful ghosts.  I said I wanted no part in that so he said he would give me a diamond the size of my head and drop me off on my planet after the heist.”

      “How much is a diamond like that worth on your planet?”

      “About twenty years’ salary and I could retire early.  Real early.”

      “I’ll come back and get you after I get my wife out.  You can still get that huge rock, I just need to get my girl.”

      “I don’t even care about the diamond.  I mean I do, but early retirement doesn’t mean anything if I’m dead.  Glint tried to tell me there’s nothing to worry about, but I know better than that.”

      “It’s the biggest diamond heist in the history of the universe and they are downplaying it like it’s no big deal.”

      She chuckled.  “Look.  If you let me go, I’ll just find a way to get home and you don’t have to worry anymore.”

      “Wish I could.  It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s just that I don’t trust anyone.  I let you go and you run to the gang, I’m screwed.  I can’t take that chance.  Again, I’m sorry.  I hope you can understand.”

      “Understand.  I understand you are a piece of shit.”  The woman yawned and her heavy eyelids slowly closed.

      The next day Trent paced back and forth along the hallway.  He kept peering into the bedroom, but his guest was still asleep.  He concentrated on how he could get in touch with the crew without any of them trying to kill him.

      “What the hell?” the woman said.

      Trent turned right into the bedroom.  “Good morning.”

      “Holy shit, did we get super kinky last night or what?  Untie me like a good boy.”

      “You don’t remember anything from last night, do you?”

      “I remember coming back here and fooling around and now I’m tied up naked so I have a pretty good idea of what happened.”

      “Nothing happened.  Well, some stuff happened.  Here, take this pill.”  He stuffed the little white tablet into her mouth.

      She appeared to have trouble getting the pill down so Trent poured some water into her mouth.  Liquid gushed out of the sides of her mouth followed by a gulping sound.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “Now you ask after you eat it.  It was a daily meal.  I hate to do this but I need to leave you here while I go get my wife back.  I’ll be back here to let you loose as soon as I get her out.  This is only temporary.”

      “You piece of shit.”

      “You said that one last night.  Sorry, be right back.”  Trent left the room and she started screaming.

      He really didn’t want to have to do this.  He picked up the long piece of white fabric from the couch and took it into the bedroom.  He folded it over and pushed it into her mouth, narrowly avoiding a vicious bite.  He tied it several times around the top of her neck.

      She tried to talk but only incomprehensible mumbling sounds came out.  He closed the door on his way out of the room and called for a Cab.  In three days, his wife was facing a lethal injection and he needed to stop it.  The hoverCab pulled up to the bar in the city and sank down to the ground.
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      The diamond crew sat around the meeting table in the back room of the Buzzed Being.  The smell of coffee and vanilla filled the air as Glint entered the room.

      He said, “Still can’t get ahold of her.  Checked the murder and arrest reports and she wasn’t on either.  She just up and disappeared.  Maybe I’ll destroy her planet on the way out of here.”

      Roxelle said, “On the way out of where?  We need her to make this happen.  Now we are down three people and I don’t think you can just start planet hopping to make more substitutions.”

      Glint smirked.  “Perhaps I can.”

      “No.  I don’t want a bunch of outsiders that we can’t trust.  Being down one person, we can handle, but being down a BREAKER, sorry to sound stupid, is a deal breaker.”

      Mimick pointed out, “We have a BREAKER and a great watchdog if you would just bail the girl out.  All the problems would be solved if we got her back.  They both seemed pretty trustworthy if you asked me.”

      Oswell said, “They are swabbed humans.  Who knows what they are capable of?”

      Mimick argued, “They aren’t AI machines running amok.  They seem like a couple of lovers that would be ecstatic to live out their days in paradise.  That’s just me.  What do I know about love?”

      Roxelle stared at her lover.  She normally would say something to insult his manhood, but the words got caught in her throat.  She just gazed at him adoringly.

      Boggle said, “Why don’t we put it to a vote?”

      Glint objected, “So who votes?  Everyone or just the people who will have to pay to get her out?”

      Oswell said, “Come on, Glint.  Don’t be like that.  If I had the money I would have already offered.”

      Glint retorted, “HA.  That’s what everyone who doesn’t have money says.  Blah, blah, blah.  Woulda, coulda, shoulda.”

      Harrins scratched her chin.  “If you’re just going to act like an asshole, then we should call it a day.  I’m sure most of us would rather be getting drunk right now.  It’s my day off, honey, and it’s shaping up to be a shitty day.”

      Roxelle turned to Glint.  “Forget a vote.  We still must figure out what happened to the new BREAKER.  I’d feel much better going into this with a full complement of actors.  Try to track her down again.”

      Marlowe said, “I heard she was getting wasted with Trent at the green bar last night.  My source said they looked pretty cozy too.”

      Glint asked in a jealous tone, “So he’s banging her too?”

      Marlowe replied, “I don’t know.  I just know that he might have an idea or two on where she might be.  That’s all I am saying, Glint.  That’s it.  Just maybe you should try to find him.”

      “I guess I can manage that,” Glint’s voice trailed away as he left the room.

      Roxelle made sure Glint was outside earshot.  “I’ll convince Glint to split the bail money with me.  And if not, I’ll get that bitch out myself.  Enough of all this nonsense and bickering.  Let’s do whatever it takes to do this job within the next three days.  I’m tired of all this.”

      “Me too,” chimed in Boggle and Harrins.

      Mimick said, “Everyone needs to be careful.  Don’t do anything stupid.  I know we all like to get hammered, but we need to control our drinking too.  It’s gotten most of us in trouble and we can’t afford that right now.”

      Roxelle said, “He’s right.  If we lose another person or have to replace anyone else from here, I’m calling it quits on the heist.  We’ve pushed it as far as we can.  If we are going to live out the rest of our days together, we can’t start out by being at each other’s throats.”

      The door flew open and Glint came in with Trent on his heels.

      Glint said, “That wasn’t hard.  He was sitting at the bar.”

      Roxelle said, “So we heard you were pretty cozy at the bar with our mutual friend last night?”

      Trent said, “What’s it to you?”

      Glint shouted, “Because she’s missing now, you shit bag.”

      Trent replied, “Huh.  You guys use shit bag here too.  Look, if you are going to kill me, let’s do it.  I’m already dead inside.”

      Marlowe said, “My sources said you didn’t look too sad last night.”

      Trent said, “What?  Are you spying on me?”

      Marlowe nodded.  “That’s what I do.  So you are sad today but you were happy last night.  I don’t understand how that can be.”

      “It’s called drinking.  Lots of drinking in fact.  Now if you will excuse me, I’m going to get back to my drinking.”

      Roxelle said, “So you don’t know anything at all about her?”

      “I didn’t say that.  I know probably a lot more than all of you.”

      Harrins purred, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I talked to her for a while last night and I know where her head was at involving the heist.”

      Glint spun a chair around and sat backwards on it.  “Spill it, human.”

      “Fine.  You think people like being plucked out of their home planets to be used to pull off the biggest crime ever?”

      Glint shrugged his shoulders and Trent continued, “She was scared.  Alright.  Plain and simple.  She didn’t want to get busted and end up dying.  Apparently, not everyone is convinced this plan will go off without a hitch.”

      Glint argued, “She has no way of getting home.  Why would she abandon this project on a planet where she doesn’t know anyone?”

      “She seemed pretty convinced that she could find a ride home.  I’m not saying that’s what she has done.  I’m just saying she wasn’t too fired up about the diamond heist.”

      Glint lamented.  “Does she have any idea how much I spent just to get to her planet?  We are definitely blowing it up on our way to paradise.”

      Roxelle said, “Forget your stupid grudge with this girl and let’s get this over with.  Let’s bail that human bitch out and do this within the next two days.”

      Trent eyes almost popped out of their sockets as Glint said, “But it’s so much money.  And now we are down a being so that adds another element of danger.”

      Roxelle said, “Stop it.  Stop it right now.  We need to take all the excuses and shove them in the trash.  It’s our time.  All the worry and anticipation has been killing us.  Let’s do this.”

      “Come on, Glint,” Harrins encouraged, and a few others joined in.

      Glint slowly nodded his head up and down.  Trent screamed and jumped out of his chair.  He pumped his fist and did a weird dance.  The other beings seemed amused by his excitement.

      “Good thing you can shoot because that is some horrendous dancing there.  It’s true.  Humans can’t dance.  You’re coming with me so we can get your bitch out of the tin.”  Roxelle stood up and pushed her braids behind her shoulders.  She could still smell the lavender shampoo that Mimick had used on her.

      Trent was right on her heels as they left the meeting room.  They walked through the bar and out onto the street.  A small ladder lowered from a hoverCar that looked like a rocket ship.

      “Is this yours?” Trent asked.

      Roxelle nodded.  “Start climbing.”
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      Trent and Roxelle approached the front desk at the Police Building.  A creamy orange being with black hair stood up from his stool.  A scent of clove filled the air as Trent put his elbow on the desk.

      Trent said, “We’re here to bail out Whitney Powers.”

      The man with a thick mustache shuffled some papers around on the desk.  Trent was surprised to see that they still used paper on such an advanced planet.

      Roxelle said, “It’s the woman from Earth 43.”

      The officer nodded.  “That makes it easy enough.”  He found the paper quickly and squinted to read it.  “That’s going to be a million and a half.  Who’s paying?”

      Roxelle took a deep breath and reluctantly said, “I’m paying.”

      The officer smiled widely as he scanned Roxelle’s wrist tracker.  She signed a few papers and about ten minutes later, Trent was reunited with his wife.

      A blue officer came from the back with a clipboard.  He spoke to another officer.  “You reverse the code and put the ankle bracelet on?”

      The other officer said, “Yes I did.  She is all ready to get out of here.”

      Whitney rushed across the small room and Trent scooped her up in his arms.  He picked her up off the floor and pressed his weary lips to his wife’s.  Order had been restored again and they left the Police Building.

      Roxelle drove them to their rental property and stopped out front.  She said, “Be back at the Buzzed Being at 23 diaz.  We will go over the plan in detail because I want to move in two days, no questions asked.”

      “Sounds good to me.”  Trent got out of the car and he and Whitney walked to the front door.

      Trent had almost forgotten about his houseguest.  “So I need to warn you about something before we go in.  I had to do something to get you out.”

      “What?”

      “Alright, so they had found a new BREAKER, which would have made you useless in that vein.  She was a girl that seemed to be interested in my looks.”

      “What did you do?” She asked as they stood outside the door.

      “Nothing.  That is the main point of all of this.  Well, maybe a little something.  But nothing major.”

      “Did you have sex with another woman?”

      “No.  God no.  Never.  Let’s go inside and when you see, you might understand even better.  I feel like if I try to explain it here, you’re just going to get mad.”  He waved the key in front of the call box.

      “Don’t think I’m going to be more understanding if you did something to tarnish our marriage.  I need my Chap Stick, right now.”

      The couple moved inside.  Trent led her down the hallway and his heart threatened to jump from his chest.  He nervously pushed open the door to the bedroom.  He let Whitney pass him and go in first.

      “What the hell is this?” she asked.

      “Alright.  Here’s the explanation.”  He stopped and stared at an empty bed.  “There was someone just here.”  Trent ran around the entire house looking for her.

      He ran into Whitney as he turned down the hallway.  She said, “What is going on?  What are you doing?”

      “Okay, there was someone else here.  I basically kidnapped the BREAKER.  I had her tied up in our bed and somehow, she escaped.  If she goes back to Glint, I’m cooked.  I just lied to them today and told them that I didn’t know what happened to her.  Oh, this is not good at all.”

      “Relax for a second.  You’re rambling like a maniac.”  Whitney grabbed her Chap Stick and smeared some on her dry lips.

      “If she goes back to them, she’s going to tell them everything.  Roxelle just spent 1.5 million whatever the currency is here.”

      “Trolodytes,” Whitney said.

      “Whatever.  She shelled out that dough because I convinced them that the other BREAKER had abandoned them.  She really didn’t want to spend that money on you, I hate to say.”

      “I think I know that.  I sat in that place for three days thinking I was going to get the needle.  I’m still not happy with her even though she did eventually get me out.”

      “We could walk right into our deaths if we go back to the Buzzed Being later.  How the hell did she get loose?  I made those knots extra tight.  I can’t believe this has happened.”

      “Why don’t we sit down on the couch and try to figure this out?  Are you sure she would go back to them?  Maybe she didn’t want to take part in the heist anyway.”

      “It’s funny that you say that because she wasn’t too fired up about the whole thing.  She said that Glint promised her a diamond the size of her head to do the job but she didn’t want to die.”

      “Exactly.  And then she gets kidnapped by some crazy man.  That probably chased her away more than anything.  How much or many diamonds do you think they are going to steal?”

      “We.”

      “What?”

      “We are in on this too.  So, how much are we stealing?  I never heard an actual amount but just the word ‘warehouse’ leads me to believe that there is a pretty big reserve.  She mines it from a planet made from diamond so I guess there’s a good bit to go around.”

      Whitney massaged his tense shoulders and the two exhausted lovers fell asleep on the couch.

      An alert for a text message woke Whitney up.  She checked her armScreen and didn’t see any new messages.

      She nudged Trent.  “Check your message, hon.”

      Trent opened his sleepy eyes and looked at his Screen.  “It’s Boggle.  We’re supposed to meet at the bar soon to go over the plan in greater detail.”

      “Does it sound suspicious?”

      “It’s a text.  Not sure how it could sound suspicious.”

      “You said if that girl went to them about what you did, they might be angry.”

      Trent yawned and stretched out his arms.  “We don’t really have a choice at this point.  We go in through the main entrance and don’t go into the back if we feel like something funny is going on.”

      “I don’t get it.  You were all fired up about this a few hours ago and now you don’t care.”

      “Maybe I’m just tired.  Maybe I’m tired of this whole space adventure.  Whatever is going to happen is going to happen.”

      “That’s not exactly the spirit I was looking for.”

      “It doesn’t mean I’m going to give any less than one hundred percent.  I did enough worrying while you were in that holding cell.  I think those vitamins had me fired up.”

      “Speaking of which, we should take one before we go back to the bar.”
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* * *

      Whitney and Trent arrived at the Buzzed Being around dusk.  Boggle and Mimick waved from the corner of the bar near the entrance.  Whitney tried to read the body language of her cohorts but didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary.

      The couple walked over and Mimick handed each of them a dark brown liquid in a plastic rocks glass.

      “Congrats on the release,” he said to Whitney.  “Bottoms up.”

      “Thank you,” Whitney said and chugged the cinnamon flavored liquor.  “What’s that called?”

      Mimick responded, “It’s called a Sharpened Sprocket.  They say it puts hair on your chest.  It doesn’t though.  Don’t worry.”  He smiled at Whitney.

      She trusted Mimick more than any of the other members of the crew.  Maybe they sent him out here because they know that and they are trying to set us up.

      Trent casually asked, “Any word from that new BREAKER that went missing in action?”

      Boggle answered, “Not yet.”  She looked around and lowered her voice.  “I know I would be creeped out if a guy like Glint came to my home planet and plucked me out of there.”

      Everyone laughed and Whitney started to get more comfortable as she sat down on a barstool.  Oswell ducked his bald head to get through the low entrance.  Whitney turned her back on the hairless man and didn’t want to talk to him.  She still felt like he had abandoned her during her stolen code adventure.

      Oswell approached the corner of the bar and said hi.  He put his hand on Whitney’s shoulder.  “Sorry about what happened.  I stayed as long as I could.  Once I heard the sirens, I got the hell out of there.”

      “Bullshit.  I was outside before the sirens and you weren’t there.  You thought you could get rid of me.  Don’t try to make yourself look good in front of your friends.  You’re lying.”

      “I’m trying to be nice to you, but if you want to run your big mouth, no more courtesy for you.  Who has a drink for me?”

      Mimick had four Sharpened Sprockets in front of him on the bar and handed one to Oswell.  The brownish-red man chugged it and threw it behind the bar.  He asked, “Could I get another one?  I feel like we are going to hear more of this one’s big mouth in the meeting.”  He pointed to Whitney.

      Whitney stood up and turned around to face Oswell.  He towered over her, but she stood with her head staring at his chest and said, “This one?  Shit, I’m more important than you are now, so you better listen to what I have to say.  I have more value to this operation than you.  How’s that feel?”

      Boggle separated them.  “Children, children.  Let’s stop this now as we have bigger issues to worry about.  We don’t have to like each other but we need to respect one another and work together.  Why don’t we take this into the backroom now?”

      Whitney reached out and held Trent’s sweaty hand as they walked through the side door in the bar.  They walked down the short hallway and Whitney’s heart bounced up and down in her chest.  She entered the meeting room before Trent.

      Whitney didn’t notice anyone new.  She turned to Trent and the smirk on his face indicated that they were safe for now at least.  The usual suspects sat or stood around the table.

      Harrins Lowry purred, “Good to see you got out.”

      “Thanks,” Whitney responded.

      Roxelle said, “She should be thanking me.  Me and Glint are the ones who put down the dough for you to get out.”

      Whitney spoke in a snotty tone.  “I would thank you if you had immediately got me out.  Don’t act like you weren’t ready to let me die until it became absolutely necessary that you needed me.”

      “Semantics.  There’s a bottom line here.  You would be dead if I didn’t get you out of there.  Your man couldn’t do it.  I’m the one who made sure you got out.  Bitch about it if you want, but damn, some people don’t appreciate anything.”

      Marlowe Reed walked through the open door and slammed it shut.  “Looks like everyone is here.  Oh wait, where is Glint?”

      Harrins said, “He’s not going to make it.  He’s just waiting by the entrance door anyway.  It’s not like he really needs to know the plan.”

      Boggle and Mimick carefully unrolled a huge map nearly as big as the table.  The diagram of the warehouse area almost fell off the table top until Boggle slapped her hand down to stop it.  Roxelle sat down at the table and everyone gathered behind her so they could see the map.

      “I’ll be bringing the diamonds back from Dia 447 so everyone else is going to sneak onto the continent with Glint.  You all will be waiting over here.”  She pointed to a small off-house for equipment that was close to the entrance of the diamond warehouse.

      “As soon as I call for the hoverHauler, you all will spring into action.  There will be five other miners that we need to account for.  Make sure we have enough neoprene ties to keep them bound and gagged for the heist.  If necessary, kill them.  I shouldn’t have to tell this crew twice.”

      Everyone laughed except Trent and Whitney.  She had to stand on her toes to see over Boggle’s head.

      “Here’s how we are going to deploy.  Whitney.  You are going to stay right by my side the entire time.  Harrins, Boggle, Mimick and Oswell will be coming in to clear out the diamonds.  First, we need to eliminate the four warehouse workers.”

      Roxelle pulled another map off the floor under her chair and laid it on top of the area map.  She pointed at the diagram of the interior of the warehouse.  “The two people that control the hoverHaulers are stationed right over here.  Harrins and Boggle.  You two are going to have to go around the two rectangular receptacles to get back there and take them out.”

      Boggle said, “Got it.”

      “Once you get them out of the way, it’s an easy remote control to start getting the diamonds outside and into the storage area of the craft.  You will have seven beings at your disposal to load the diamonds onto the platforms.  Oswell and Marlowe.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Oswell replied.

      “Don’t ever call me ma’am again.  You two are going to need to get back here to another remote-control area for the hoverHaulers.  You two will have seven loaders as well, so get as much to the spacecraft as you can.  Mimick, you are going to the main office to take out Hilden.  He’s a green skinned being and you need to get in there before he can alert the other sponsors.”

      Roxelle stretched her arms out.  “Glint, of course, will be right outside the front door for whatever reason, I don’t know.  He insists that it is an essential spot, but I wholeheartedly disagree.  That is, if I had a heart.  Trent.  You are going to be right over here.”  She pointed toward a tiny speck in between the spacecraft and the warehouse.

      “You are at a disadvantage because you will only have one more person with you.  You need to stay alert and blast anyone you don’t recognize.  There are the other beings involved that some of you haven’t met yet.  If everything goes as planned, we will be in and out and off to a life of luxury.  Our own planet to do whatever it is we wish.”

      Roxelle went over a few more details, but the operation seemed simple to Whitney.  Glint’s absence from the meeting struck her as odd.  She wanted to tell him off too for letting her think she would face the lethal injection.  On top of that, Whitney still didn’t know how she was going to derail the takeover of Soro Exxo.

      She had less than one day to figure it out.
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      The sun-like star named Olgol shone high in the afternoon sky as the small air shuttle skittered to a stop in the open field on the continent of Panmay.  They had landed safely near the diamond warehouse.  The shuttle carried about twenty people, most of whom Whitney hadn’t met before.  She stayed close to Trent and the crew members she already knew.

      Harrins kept pawing at the gun on her hip.  “We better hope Glint and Roxelle aren’t setting us up.  They better be there.”

      “I’m really not cool with Glint changing the plan at the last moment,” Oswell chimed in.

      Marlowe added, “Missing the last meeting too.  Something doesn’t smell right.”

      Similar worries had been expressed during the flight from Marigold by the entire group save Mimick due to his love for Roxelle.  The exit door popped open and, one by one, each being made the four-foot jump to the soft ground.  Trent hopped out first and held a hand up for Whitney.

      She approached the exit and grabbed Trent’s hand.  She landed on the soft grass.  They traversed the slight hill with the diamond warehouse just over the horizon and Whitney kept habitually touching both guns, one on either hip.  Her tight black suit matched the two dark plasma blasters.  The holsters scraped her hips when she walked.

      She turned to Trent for inspiration and he had his serious game-face on.  Whitney’s chest heaved in and out as they made it to the top of the grassy hillock.  The warehouse came into full view.

      “Down, down,” Mimick warned, motioning everyone to get back.

      “What is it?” Whitney asked.

      Mimick answered, “Let me take a look before we all start marching into plain view.  I don’t trust Glint either.”

      Everyone agreed and Mimick carefully worked his way to the peak of the hill.  He came back a few moments later.  “Alright, Glint’s down there.  At least his hoverCycle is sitting outside the warehouse.  I don’t see Roxelle yet.  When she arrives, we’ll start moving down.  Glint should have all the employees rounded up in a meeting in room 3B on the C Block, so we just have to rush one room now instead of four.”  He tried to sound excited to energize the group, but Whitney saw right through his forceful positivity.

      Whitney tried unsuccessfully to calm down as she felt like she was about to hyperventilate.  She wondered if she had forgotten to take a different pill for breathing on this continent.  Nobody else had taken a pill.  Had they?

      She started to get woozy as a plane lowered in the sky above.  Her hair whipped back from the constant wind pressure and small particles were blown into her face.  She closed her baby blues until the plane landed and the engine was turned off.  Her corneas stung as she flickered her eyelids, trying to chase away the little bits.  She regained her vision just in time.  The group charged down the hill in silence and Whitney followed.

      She almost snickered at Oswell’s lanky running style that made him look like a red Gumby with the way his body was twisting and bending.  Mimick’s robotic silver legs gleamed in the bright daylight and Boggle resembled a bowling ball with her short, choppy, sideways steps.

      Harrins ran downhill on all fours, her pretty manicured nails ripping up chunks of grass and dirt.  She was well in front of everyone else.  Whitney expected her to fall over as she was leaning over and most of her weight wasn’t being supported by her lower half.  Harrins reached the bottom first and most of the group arrived soon after, with an out of breath Marlowe Reed bringing up the rear.  The silver being dropped to a knee as the group waited for the signal.

      The next minute seemed like five hours to Whitney.  The group hid behind the big green sign marked with orange letters, ‘TJ9974 Interstellar Mining Corporation.’  And waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      Three sharp mouth whistles sounded in succession, signaling that it was time to kick the plan into action.  The group rushed the warehouse and Whitney heard Roxelle apologizing to her two co-workers whom she had just shackled around the wrists and ankles.

      An evil smile came over Roxelle’s face as she turned to the crew.  “Showtime, bitches.  You.”  She pointed at Whitney.  “Stick to my hip and you’ll get out alive.”

      “Got it,” Whitney agreed, although she had never seen Roxelle shoot a blaster so it didn’t instill any confidence in her.

      Roxelle looked around at the group like a proud but firm mother.  “Everyone know what they are doing?  Room 3B in the C Block.”  She pointed at Harrins.  “That’s where Glint should have the staff.  If not, we’re fucked.”

      The leader grabbed Whitney’s upper arm with the strength of a bear and dragged her toward the entrance of the building.  They neared the door, and Roxelle whispered, “Everything should already be programmed, but I can get us to a computer where you can access the software coding if we need to.  They shouldn’t really need us for loading, but it doesn’t hurt to grab more glitter.”

      Roxelle used her pinky finger to punch a code into the security box, and the door sprang open.  She waved her arm in circles like a windmill, silently motioning for everyone to rush the building.  The group filed in and Roxelle shoved Whitney through the door and followed her in.

      “Over here,” Roxelle told Whitney and they went down a hallway on the right side.  The other factions splintered off in other directions and the two women were alone.

      Shots rang out.

      Roxelle shoved Whitney behind a silver metal barrier extending from the wall.  The sound of plasma plastering against metal bellowed through the warehouse.  Whitney watched the thick barrier bend toward them with each direct hit.

      “Jazemore fucked it up.  We need to get to that room so you can alter the software,” Roxelle said with disgust.

      It was the first time Whitney had ever heard her talk bad about her deceased friend.  Whitney still hadn’t figured out how to access the coding knowledge.  “Sounds good.  How do we get there?”

      Roxelle shook her head and her braids swung from one side to the other.  “That’s the problem.  Those guns are going to keep going off when they detect motion and body heat.”

      “How many automatic blasters are there?”  Whitney tried to assemble a quick plan in her head.  She had a long shot idea already.

      Roxelle pointed against the barrier with her index and middle finger.  “There are two at the end of this hall.  In the corners near the ceiling.  They are square black boxes.  Another problem.  They’re about as big as the back of my hand.”

      She held out her hand, and even though it was larger than most women’s, the target was relatively small.  Whitney drew both weapons and took a few deep breaths.  She had tested the guns earlier in the day and noticed the sights were off to the left.

      Whitney visualized the shots.  She put one gun back in the holster and pulled a stick of Chap Stick out of her pocket.  She held it in her hand and squeezed it with her sweaty palm.

      “Any day now.  You can worry about dry lips later, bitch.”  Roxelle pointed to the invisible watch on her wrist.

      Whitney extended the gun to Roxelle.  “By all means.  Be my guest.  Show me how good a shot you are.”

      Roxelle lowered her head.  “Just do it already.”

      Whitney took one more deep breath and chucked the Chap Stick down the hallway.  The plasma blasters started firing as Whitney pulled the second weapon and turned the corner.  She aimed both guns, just a bit to the left, and fired two shots with each gun.

      She dove behind the banged-up barrier.  The plasma bolts from the automatic guns stopped for a moment.  She peeked around the barrier and saw smoke pouring out of each of the tiny automatic guns.

      Roxelle and Whitney darted down the hallway and veered to the right.  They ducked into a small room with a computer on a desk.  Whitney pulled up her sleeve and opened the piece of skin over her armScreen.  She looked for a button near the input device she had used to absorb the code.

      Nothing.

      Whitney sat down in a metal chair and started pounding away on the keyboard.  She easily found the software set up and started staring at the code.  Everything fell into place and she read the scattered mess of letters and numbers like it was a children’s book.  She typed on the keyboard, readjusting the security settings for the warehouse.

      “There it is.  Almost there,” Whitney said, and typed frantically on the keyboard.  Twenty seconds later, she announced, “Done.”

      The two women raced out of the room and down the hallway.  They encountered two bodies of beings who were supposed to be helping load the diamonds.  They hopped over the shot-up bodies and headed for the main storage area.

      Whitney had almost forgotten about Trent until she felt the text signal in her forearm.  She pushed open the flap of skin.

      Trent<Be careful.  Its messd up.  Shot 6 people U ok>

      Whitney knew Trent was under siege because of his text message.  He had never been known to contract words or misspell easy ones.  She held the speaker close to her mouth and said softly, “I’m alright.  Stay safe.  Love you.”

      They entered the diamond reserve and Whitney’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets.  She covered her eyes from the blinding glare coming through the open garage-sized doors.

      Someone kicked open the entrance door and Whitney whirled around, ready to shoot.

      It was Mimick.  He announced, “Someone tipped off the other owners.  There’s security outside and I’m sure there’s more on the way.  We don’t have much time.”

      Whitney worried about Trent.  She knew he could handle himself with a gun, but what if he was outnumbered?  Her worries put a tarnish on the mesmerizing view of a huge open storage room of various sized diamonds.  It was every female’s dream all in one spot.

      About twelve beings loaded the diamonds onto hoverHaulers and sent them outside through the garage-sized doors.

      Glint suddenly emerged through the door with a blaster in each hand, and yelled, “Time to go.  Now.”

      Everyone heeded the call and wrapped up the loading session.  The crew started to filter out the garage doors, when a hail of fire suddenly broke out.  Marlowe Reed’s chest exploded as a red plasma bolt ripped through his chest.  Whitney dove to the side to take cover and Roxelle jumped on top of her.

      The women squirmed toward safety.  They shifted around and both women made it to their knees.

      Roxelle said, “Those are some high-powered weapons.  They sent in the force.  We need to get out of here.  Drones will be here any moment.”

      The shots finally stopped and the two women regained enough confidence to hightail it out of the warehouse.  Whitney searched the area for Trent.  She hadn’t seen him since she’d entered the warehouse.  Panic sliced through her heart.

      She climbed up the side of the main hoverHauler, which looked like an Olympic sized swimming pool filled with diamonds.  She made it to the top of the wall and jumped over the side.  She sat on a pile of diamonds that ranged in size from small pebbles to perfectly cut oval diamonds that weighed more than she did.

      The rectangular flying object needed to go a few hundred meters to get to its destination, the getaway spaceship.

      She still hadn’t seen Trent.

      “There she is,” a familiar voice sounded from behind, causing her to smile.

      She twisted her torso and looked over her left shoulder due to her awkward position on the sharp diamonds.  Her heart finally downshifted from its frenetic pace as she nodded to Trent.  She carefully twisted around, being careful not to get cut on the jagged rocks.

      Suddenly, the hoverHauler shifted sharply and knocked most of the passengers down.  The diamond hauler lifted higher above ground and slowly moved away from the warehouse.  Several shots clanged off the metal wall of the mobile storage device.

      Trent leaned over the side of the hoverHauler and fired off several shots.  The barrage of bullets stopped and the hoverHauler picked up some speed until it came to an abrupt halt, tossing everyone around again.  The short trip came to a merciful end.

      The discombobulated crew sprang into action again, carefully maneuvering over the diamonds to get off the hoverHauler.  Whitney made it to the wall and pulled herself up over the side.  She used the dug-out grooves on the metal hovercraft to lower herself to the ground.

      She stood in awe of the amazing getaway spacecraft named Cavum Nigrum that had to be at least one hundred meters long.  The black vessel had a compact navigation pit in the front that flared out into a cylindrical cabin structure with the propulsion boosters in the back.

      There were several cannons on the front and both sides of the craft that fired projections of particle beams and the others shot huge bolts of plasma.

      Everyone had gotten off the hoverHauler and a door slid open near the back of the spacecraft.  The entire storage unit of diamonds floated into the rear of the space machine.  Another door opened to the spacecraft’s cabin.  The bloody crew started to board the craft.  Whitney waited for Trent.

      Roxelle and Trent ran around a sign for the diamond company and Whitney could finally exhale.  The couple shared a hug, and Roxelle asked, “Whit, you know if we’re waiting on anyone?”

      Whitney answered, “Not sure who all survived the shoot-out at the warehouse, but I’d say…”

      Whitney stopped suddenly as Roxelle put the barrel of a plasma blaster in her face.
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      Trent said, “Whoa.  What’s going on here?”

      Roxelle didn’t take her eyes off Whitney’s forehead.  “Don’t worry, pretty boy, you’re next.  I don’t think we are going to need you two anymore.”

      “You greedy bitch.  I hope you don’t need anyone that knows coding.  Hope you fucking die,” Whitney said with a strong side of vitriol.

      Roxelle seemed stuck in a moment of contemplation as she stood completely still.  The alien lowered the gun slowly and tucked it back into her holster.  “You’re right.  I might need you again, bitch.”  She smirked at the human.

      A voice bellowed from a short distance away and Whitney jerked her head to the right.  She reached for her blasters and relaxed when she recognized the being.  Glint was approaching rapidly on a glowing green hovercraft that resembled a motorcycle.  He came to a harsh stop about five meters away and fell out of the single person vehicle.

      He jumped up, out of breath.  “That was messed up.  How did the owners get word and send shooters to the scene?  Better not let me find out who was responsible for that.”

      Roxelle’s eyes widened and bulged as if she were witnessing a horrific act of violence.  Whitney couldn’t figure out what Roxelle had seen as she looked in the same direction.  The alien leader pointed over Glint’s shoulder and he turned around.

      He never had a chance to look back.  Roxelle ripped her blaster out of the holster and squeezed off a close-range shot sending a neon green plasma bolt screaming toward the back of his head.

      Connection.

      Crunch.

      The green bolt splintered the back of his skull, raced through his brain barely slowing down and exited through Glint’s left eye.  The bolt hit the warehouse’s signboard before Glint’s body or a drop of blood hit the ground.

      Roxelle turned to Whitney and Trent and casually put the blaster with a smoking barrel back into its holster.  She smiled.  “He was planning to fuck us over.  I just know it.  He’s the reason why things got messed up at the warehouse.  He changed the plan at the last moment.  I told him if anything got fucked up it was his ass.”

      They climbed the five steps and boarded the cabin of the Cavum Nigrum.  The crew was panicked and bleeding and trying to regain control of the situation.  Everyone took their breathing pills before the craft took to the air.

      The injuries had been deemed superficial.  Mimick opened a door and exposed a robot shaped like a human, about five feet tall.  He pulled the gold-tinted, anatomically neutral robot out into the open.  Whitney read the writing across its chest.

      She chuckled internally.  Mimick went to the back of the robot and programmed the doctor to stitch up the gash on Harrins Lowry’s leg.  Blue, green and red lights flashed around the flat, oval face.

      The computer doctor spoke in a programmed, monotone voice.  “I will require Kit number four and Kit number seventeen to perform this surgery.”

      Mimick ran and opened another door on the wall of the cabin.  He pulled a flat white case out and raced to the other side of the cabin.  He flung open another door and ripped out another white case of the same proportions.

      He carried them over to the Droid MD and opened the cases.  He set them on either side of the doctor and backed away.  The doctor’s golden hand reached into one of the cases and pulled out a needle.

      Harrins shook her head.  “Aw, I hate needles.”

      Whitney was waiting for the Droid MD to tell the patient, ‘This will only hurt for a moment.  Or this will just be a slight pinch.’

      The golden droid flicked the needle and a few drops of the neon red liquid fell to the floor.  He lined up the tip of the needle and got ready to inject it, when something rocked the spacecraft and knocked more than half of the beings down, including the good doctor.  Whitney maintained her balance and helped Trent get up.

      The craft was rocked again and this time Whitney went down.

      Roxelle screamed, “What the fuck is going on?”

      Mimick yelled back, “We seem to be under attack.”

      Roxelle cocked her head to the side.  “No shit.  How did someone find us this fast?  They would have needed to know exactly where we were going.  Get beings to the particle beam canons and plasma launchers so we can fight back.”

      Mimick pointed to her wrist.  “It’s the trackers.  The owners probably figured out who some of us were and tracked our signals.”

      Harrins said, “Well, we need to get rid of them somehow.”

      “What are we going to do, cut them out?” Oswell asked.

      Mimick turned to the Droid MD.  “Perhaps we can program our friend here to conduct a removal surgery.”  Mimick tried to program the doctor, and a big red light covered the doctor’s face.

      Droid MD said, “I cannot perform a surgery that removes a tracking device.  These surgeries are illegal and carry a penalty of death.”

      Whitney casually said, “If only someone could re-program this little guy.”

      Roxelle screamed, “Well don’t just stand there, fucking do it.  We will have to take shifts manning the canon and getting these things taken out.  Let’s go, bitch.”

      “I don’t know.  I remember you willing to let me rot in jail because it wasn’t convenient for you.  Or how about current events like when you were going to leave me to take the fall back there on Panmay.  Or maybe you just planned to kill me and save the agony of sitting in jail for a few days.  Say you need me bitch.”  Whitney knew their lives were at risk, but she reveled in the opportunity to get even with Roxelle.

      The alien leader turned her back on Whitney.  “Aw, hell no.  We’re all going to die if that’s what this comes down to.”

      Another blast violently thrashed the craft to the left.  Whitney looked in Roxelle’s eyes.  “You’re lucky.”

      She moved to the keyboard screen on the back of Droid MD.  She punched away and quickly recoded the doctor’s safety shut off for performing illegal operations.  The crew lined up to have their tracking chips removed as Mimick ran around grabbing the necessary Kits for the surgery.

      The stitch work left a lot to be desired, but at least nobody was going to bleed to death.  They put the trackers into a stone bowl to throw out the disposal.

      The frantic crew hustled around to defend the craft and get the trackers removed.  Whitney got the sinking feeling that one more hit might be the end of this beautiful spacecraft.

      Droid MD finished his sloppy surgeries and Harrins limped over to the disposal.  She opened the chamber and dumped all the devices in.  She hurriedly closed the door and pressed the button to thrust the material into space.

      The spacecraft dipped to the left and right before finally straightening out.  The incoming fire came to a stop.  The haggard crew started to celebrate.

      Roxelle looked Whitney up and down.  “Thanks.”

      Whitney nodded in silence, feeling like a badass.  Whitney programmed the doctor to stitch up Oswell’s grazing gunshot wound to the hip and Harrins’ diamond cut on her right leg.  She set up the last procedure for Boggle Rigby’s torn anterior cruciate ligament.

      The frenetic pace of her heart finally slowed down to almost normal.  Mimick showed Trent and Whitney to their room.  The small area housed a bed and a desk with no drawers.  The highlight of the room was a square viewport exposing the wonders of space.

      “Holy Smokey the Bear,” Whitney exclaimed.  “I mean, we’ve been involved in some serious stuff before but this is insane.  We still have to figure out…”  Whitney stopped and searched the room for listening devices.  She felt safe enough.  “We still have to figure out how to stop this.  Any ideas?”

      Trent gritted his teeth and seemed nervous.  “I usually would never say this on a mission, but I’m scared we aren’t going to be able to stop them.  The rest is just a flight through space before the takeover.  Can you re-program the flight pattern so we wreck?”  He shrugged his shoulders.

      Whitney pointed out, “I like your zest, but if we do that, you and I will die.  And that leaves Lancelot on his own.”

      Trent smirked and fell onto the bed.  “Guess I didn’t think that one through and through.”

      “No, you didn’t.  But I still love you all the same.”  She snuggled up in bed with her man.  “You know, we’ve already had sex on three different planets so doing it while we are flying through space should be nothing.”  She rubbed his biceps with her left hand.

      Trent gave her a soft kiss.  “Sounds like you want to join the seventy-five-million-miles-high club.”

      “Probably light years, but I’m with you.”  Whitney smiled as her tense muscles finally had a chance to loosen up a little.  Since the jailing, her body had been sore and weary.  Trent massaged her shoulders and started to work out a bit of the tightness and one thing led to another.

      They lay on the small bed, basking in the afterglow of interstellar sex.  Whitney stared into her husband’s eyes, happy to be alive after the recent events.

      Trent said softly, “I can’t believe she blew off Glint’s head like that.  I guess that’s the way to show people you don’t mess around.”

      Whitney hadn’t felt much sympathy for the man.  “Whatever.  He was going to let me rot in jail and eventually die anyway, so screw that guy.  I mean, nobody really deserves to get shot in the head, but he kind of did.”

      “Damn, girl.  So Glint and Marlowe are dead.  Seven of the twenty beings we never got a chance to meet are dead too.  These are blood diamonds to the fullest,” Trent pointed out.

      “I was hoping the sex would clear my head so I could construct a plan to derail this operation.”  Whitney closed her eyes and hoped the answer would pop into her head.

      “And?”

      She waited a few moments and couldn’t come up with a solution.  “Nothing.  I’m still thinking about reprogramming the course flight so that the aim of the laser is off.  I don’t even think that would work, but I’m still trying.”

      Trent framed her face with his hand and thumbed Whitney’s dry lips.  “What we’ll need to do is case the interior of this craft wherever we go.  Try to find something that might help us throw a monkey wrench into this plan.  I’m starting to get a little nervous about it though considering the time constraints.”

      “The clock is definitely not in our favor right now.  They said it wouldn’t take too long to get to Soro Exxo.  Our work is going to be cut out for us.”  She smirked.

      “I’ve always hated that phrase, but I suppose it’s apt for this situation.  Oh, what are we going to do?”  Trent pulled the blanket up.

      “Maybe we have to kill all of them and take over the craft.”  She widened her eyes.

      Trent immediately threw water on her idea.  “Considering we can’t use the blasters because it’s too close range.  They would rip a hole in the side of the craft.  We would have to physically overtake everyone with our brute strength.  We better hope nobody is listening to this conversation.”

      Right on cue, a firm knock pounded against the door several times.  Whitney immediately concluded that they had been spied on.  She looked to Trent for reassurance only to be met by a confused face and shrugging shoulders.  Trent got up and put on his suit pants.
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      Whitney covered her naked body with the gray blanket.

      Trent yelled toward the door, “Who is it?”

      An unfamiliar voice called out, “Your presence is requested in the cabin.  It is mandatory.”

      Whitney heard skipping footsteps that quickly left earshot.  She jumped up in bed.  “What do you think they want?  Were they listening to us?”  Whitney began to panic as she looked around for her suit.

      Trent spoke calmly, almost in a whisper, “Let’s just relax for a minute.  If they wanted to kill us, they would have just kicked in the door and done it, no?”

      “I don’t know.  Maybe they want to make some sick ritual out of it.  Did you ever think of that?”  Whitney zipped up her tight top and slid on the shiny black pants.

      “This isn’t going to be reassuring, but we are in their hands.  Let’s go see what they want.  If someone is waiting outside this door, then we can panic.”  Trent buttoned up the armor vest and nodded to Whitney.

      He opened the door and a tall being wearing the same type of armor as Trent, except for a helmet with a see-through visor was waiting outside.  This being’s armor was a shiny purple.  Whitney had a sinking feeling and decided purple was no longer her favorite color.  The silent sentinel waited for the couple to exit the room and followed them down the narrow hallway.

      They entered the open cabin and most of the crew was seated around the conference table in the center.  The room became hushed as the couple approached.  There were diagrams and maps scattered on the table but Whitney’s focus had been snagged by the three plasma blasters in front of Roxelle.

      Whitney tried to simultaneously keep her cool and search the area for anything that could compromise the mission.  She scanned the table and couldn’t find a welcoming face in the bunch.  Her manic state ratcheted up a few more notches as she and Trent sat down in the upholstered red chairs.  She kept trying to swallow the dry lump in her throat without any success.

      She wiped her sweaty palms on her suit, forgetting that it was waterproof, and only smeared the perspiration on her thighs.  None of the stern faces spoke, only increasing the havoc being wreaked on her nerves.

      Finally, Roxelle said, “We called you in here for one reason and one reason only.”  She reached out and stroked the handle of one of the plasma blasters.  Her index finger danced dangerously close to the trigger.  Her eyes shifted to Whitney.  “We all wanted to say something to you especially.  Thank you.”

      Whitney exhaled the most relieving exhale of her life, releasing all the tension that had built up over the past few days.  The rest of the crew chimed in, mostly talking over each other to give praise to the woman who had saved their lives.  Whitney immediately realized that this group hadn’t much experience with giving thanks by the begrudging tone.  It was almost as if it were the first time they were doing it.

      She wanted to smile from ear to ear, but she pushed her lips together and simply nodded her head in acceptance.

      Roxelle added, “That goes for you too, Trent.  I heard about your shooting skills outside the warehouse and even on the moving hoverHauler on the way to the getaway craft.  Who would have thought two earth humans would be our saviors?”

      Mimick cleared his throat in a very conspicuous manner.

      Roxelle smiled at him.  “Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I don’t want to hear any of that from you.”  She turned to Trent and Whitney.  “You helped us get to the craft and little squirt here helped us out of a major jam.  Reprogramming Droid MD might have been the most important factor in our survival so far.  Since you’ve helped us so much, we’ve decided we’re going to let you release the laser.  You get to press the button to send the intelligent beam to destroy Soro Exxo’s safety shield.  And then you can live like a king and a queen with an entire planet of ghost slaves.”

      Whitney reluctantly said, “Thanks.”  Deep down, she was terrified to find out she would be the direct reason for the annihilation of her friends on Soro Exxo.

      Mimick pulled his chair closer to the table and pointed to the diagram of Soro Exxo’s shield.  “We will arrive in this area right here.”  He traced his metal finger over an area just outside the shield.  “Time will be of the utmost essence.  I highly doubt they would open the shield to send a defense fleet out.”

      Boggle Rigby cut in.  “Yeah, but they could get in contact with spacecraft and stations that orbit their planet or are in the area.  Do we know if any of those stations are being used for defense?”

      Mimick responded, “I was broaching that topic before I was interrupted.  As far as we know, they will not have any craft in open space that can destroy the Cavum Nigrum.”

      Oswell cleared his throat.  “Are you taking into account the damage we’ve already sustained?”

      Roxelle said, “The crew is still assessing the damage as we speak.  They will have a detailed report to us relatively soon.  I can’t say exactly when, but it will give us a chance to plan a better attack.”

      Mimick spoke calmly, “They already confirmed that no damage has occurred to the laser’s holding block.  I don’t think anyone is going to climb into the compartment to check, but we seem to have dodged a laser on this one.”  He smiled slowly.

      Oswell slammed his hand on the table.  “Not funny, dude.  We’ll have plenty of time for jokes once we reach our new planet.”

      Mimick shook his head and rolled his eyes.  “Anyway, it should seem that we are going ahead with the plan unless the technicians tell us otherwise.  I for one am thankful that our diamond loaders also double as craftsmen.”

      Oswell turned to Roxelle.  “How did you know that Glint was going to betray us?”

      The leader’s eyes opened wide.  “Are you kidding me?  Changing the plan at the last moment so that he was more involved.  Why do you think so many beings died back there at the warehouse?  That asshole changed plans at the last moment and I know he sent for security.  I know it.  He wanted to cover his ass in case anything went wrong.  Let’s get some drinks in here.  Daisy Dolls all around.”

      Boggle asked, “What were you saying about Glint?”

      Roxelle continued, “I know he called so that if we were overtaken, he could simply claim that he came to check on the warehouse and it was being robbed.  He tried to play both sides and was only worried about himself.  If anyone doubts me, answer this.  Did you see Glint kill anyone?”

      A telling silence conquered the table.  Roxelle gloated, “Told you.  He ran around like an idiot pretending to punch security codes.  And I’ll bet Whitney remembers when he told us it was time to get out of the warehouse, only for us to see Marlowe getting pumped full of plasma.  That fucker set us up.”

      Boggle smiled and a warm glow came over her face.  “We’re lucky as hell to be here.  I never trusted Glint from the start.  A sponsor with a heart, yeah right.  I’m glad we played into his greed and used the glorified slave owner.”

      Mimick added, “Not to mention, he donated this fine ship to the cause too.  Can I smile after that one?”

      Oswell thumbed at his wounded hip and grimaced.  “It just doesn’t make sense to go through all that and wouldn’t they have known it was his getaway craft.”

      Whitney decided to join the conversation.  “Maybe he was just going to say that it was stolen too.  Just a guess.”

      Boggle said, “Everything’s a guess because we don’t think like a sponsor.  They have no feelings and their vision is filled with trolodyte symbols.  Money is their master.”

      A serving tray flew into the room, full of Daisy Dolls shots.  The yellow liquid bounced up and down the insides of the small glasses.  The tray circled the room, stopping in front of each being so they could grab a drink.

      Roxelle held her drink in the air.  “We aren’t finished yet, but this should taste pretty good.”  She slammed the shot and everyone followed.  Whitney enjoyed the lemony flavor of the drink and could barely taste the alcohol.  A dangerous drink in that regard because Whitney immediately wanted another.

      Roxelle held her hand up.  “Let’s get another round.  And keep them coming.  What were we talking about?  Oh yeah, I agree with Boggle about his greed.  Glint had plenty of money.  Even if he had lost the Cavum Nigrum, diamonds and several employees, as long as he convinced the other sponsors he wasn’t involved, he’d be fine.  He just got too greedy and tried to play both sides.  Did he really think we wouldn’t notice?”

      Whitney didn’t say anything because she hadn’t noticed these things during the commotion of the diamond heist.  Everything had seemed to be moving in fast forward but it all made perfect sense right now.

      Mimick spoke in a disgusted tone, “If he hadn’t changed the plan at the last possible moment, we’d probably be looking at more faces on this craft.  Marlowe would still be here too.  I rather liked Marlowe.”

      Harrins entered the room and took a spot at the table.  “What are we talking about?

      Trent answered, “You just missed a nice session trashing Glint.  If there’s anything you want to pile on, now might be the time.”

      Harrins smirked, and purred, “I never trusted him.  We all talked about it on the flight over here.  We were all scared he was going to double-cross us.  Not surprising behavior from a sponsor.  He’d probably be trying to boss us around right now if Roxy didn’t plug his ass.  Hopefully we can find a sleazy old male to hit on us on Soro Exxo.”  She laughed and the beings at the table joined in.

      Mimick shrugged his shoulders.  “Now it’s funny.  I see.  Bunch of hypocrites around here.”

      Whitney was starting to develop an emotional attachment to some members of the crew.  Under different circumstances, she could have imagined being friends with Harrins, Mimick and Boggle.  For some reason, she felt a connection with aliens that were born galaxies away from her.  Going through a life-or-death diamond heist had only strengthened those personal bonds.

      The crew went over the plan a few more times, but it seemed relatively simple.  They were going to study the shield and try to find a compromised spot with the on-flight Microscopic Viewer.  Once they located the correct target, Roxelle would scream to Whitney, who in turn would press the button to take over Soro Exxo.

      The meeting ended and Whitney and Trent went back to their room.  The drinks had taken her exhaustion level to an all-time high as she lay down on the bed with her husband.  The small twin bed made it difficult for Whitney to get comfortable.  She kept trying to figure out a way to stop the operation, but kept coming up empty.

      “Are you still awake?” she whispered, and nudged him lightly.

      Trent inhaled deeply and exhaled.  “Am now.”

      “Sorry, but they want me to set the laser in motion and I don’t think I can do it.”

      “Then don’t do it.”  He closed his eyes.

      “But if I don’t, then they will put someone else on the duty that will surely press the button.”

      He opened his eyes.  “Then do it.”

      She rolled over in bed.  “Lot of help you are.  I know you said you didn’t see anything in the cabin that we could use to our advantage, but I need you to think harder.  We have to figure this out.  It’s our duty.”

      Trent rubbed her tense shoulder.  “I know about duty.  I killed several innocent beings during the diamond heist and escape.  It’s going to be with me for the rest of my days.  They were just trying to stop a bunch of criminals.  They were performing their duty here on this planet just as we would on earth.”

      She spoke in a more relaxed tone from the massage.  “I never really thought about that.  But the problem and prospect of many more people dying on Soro Exxo still hangs in the balance.”

      “Can those ghosts really die?  I still don’t understand their meta-physical makeup.  Couldn’t they just put a spell on the incoming horde to stop them?”

      Whitney took a deep breath and exhaled, enjoying the moment.  “Unfortunately, not.  They can move from world to world and drop clues like they did for me in the Benno Dante case.  They don’t really have a grasp of magic to use in violence against an attacker.  They are only protected by that clear shield around the planet that we are destined to destroy.”

      Trent stopped with the massage.  “We still have almost a full day to figure out a way to derail the laser.”

      Whitney knew Trent wanted to go back to sleep so she let him.  His light snoring wasn’t as cute as usual and Whitney pulled the blanket over her chest.

      Her heart hammered against her ribcage and Whitney wondered if there had been adrenaline in those shots from earlier.  She felt the extreme pressure to save her friends.  She understood that this ruthless squad couldn’t care less about the well-being of the inhabitants of Soro Exxo.

      Could she talk Roxelle into trying to conquer another planet?  The idea swirled around her overloaded head for a while until she finally passed out.
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      The next day, Roxelle showed Whitney around the navigation room.  The leader of the mission had taken a sudden shine to Whitney after her daring exploits during the heist and getaway.

      Roxelle pointed to a small black chair.  “That’s your spot.”

      Whitney instantly noticed the big red button on the control unit in front of the chair.  They moved closer to the area.

      Roxelle said, “All you have to do is press that button when I say it’s time.  Simple.  Even for a human.”  She half-smiled at Whitney, seemingly testing the reaction.

      Whitney’s lips curled up enough to prompt Roxelle to commit fully to her look of happiness.  The leader had never cracked a joke with her before and Whitney tried to think of how she could use this new friendship to her advantage.

      Roxelle gestured for Whitney to sit down.  She slid onto the chair, buttock by buttock, before enjoying the comfort of the supple leather.  She checked out the control unit.  Under the red button was a digital keyboard with a built-in mouse for the small, rectangular computer screen.

      The screen was divided into four equal parts with blocks of text in each quadrant.

      Upper left:  Firing Mechanism Equipped—Ready For Launch

      Upper right:  Relaxia Software Installed—Protected

      Lower left:  Touch for Homescreen

      Lower right:  Last Scan—Obertus 16.7 at 46.72 StarGuide

      Roxelle asked, “Ready?”

      Whitney nodded in silence.

      Roxelle said, “Touch this corner right here.”  She pointed to the upper left and touched the screen.  The entire screen disappeared momentarily and refreshed with text covering the entire monitor.

      READY TO FIRE—PRESS FIRING MECHANISM AT WILL

      “Then you press this red button here.  The split screen is like a safety for the laser so you have to be quick so we can hit the point that is most compromised and gives us the best shot at busting through that shield.”

      It was so easy, Whitney couldn’t even fathom screwing it up on purpose.  She had shown too much ability for the crew to believe that she could honestly mess this up.  They would see right through the act.

      Also, the more she thought about it, the idea of Roxelle finding another planet to invade seemed ridiculous.  She looked at the leader’s face and she seemed to be holding back a smile.  Roxelle’s years of planning weren’t going to change at the last moment and Whitney knew it.

      The options were running slim as Roxelle showed her the rest of the navigation room.  The tour gave Whitney a few ideas on derailing the flight pattern, but that would involve her taking out all the members of the navigation crew.  She wondered if she could shift into a dragon, not wreck the ship and overtake the rest of the crew.  It didn’t seem likely, but wouldn’t go away.

      The crew would definitely listen to her if she shifted into dragon form.  Right?  She remembered busting out the windows of the building in Dreamland and didn’t want to risk breaking something on the ship and being thrust into deep space.  Time was running out and Whitney still hadn’t developed a viable plan.

      Roxelle and Whitney went back to the cabin and sat down at the meeting table.  Whitney glanced around the table and noticed tense expressions on most of the faces.  Mimick was the only one who looked relatively calm.  Trent even had a flushed face and wide-open eyes.  Whitney wondered why.

      He hadn’t been assigned a real duty for the infiltration.  Sitting around a table in the cabin sounded much better than being in the control room.  Her nerves tightened at the notion of pushing the button.  The fantasy trip had just shifted toward harsh reality.

      Three technicians in white suits walked into the cabin and approached the table.

      Roxelle said, “Artrip, tell me you have good news for us.”

      The pale yellow being took a seat at the table, in between Boggle and Oswell.  He seemed to be withholding his answer for dramatic effect.  He scanned the beings at the table and focused on Roxelle.  “We have good and bad news.  The ship absorbed the onslaught, but there are a few worries.”

      Mimick took his feet off the table and sat up straight.  “Such as?”

      Artrip paused again, apparently relishing being the center of attention.  “Compromised areas.  They are holding strong at the moment, but they won’t be able to withstand a direct hit from a plasma launcher.  The other issue is the laser.”

      Roxelle said, “Well that’s a pretty fucking big issue.”

      Artrip’s eyelids fluttered, and he continued, “Agreed.  The problem wouldn’t be involving the firing mechanism.  It would be what happens after it’s launched.  One of the BlastBolts hit an area near the separation unit.  I’m worried that after the launch, the ship will be locked in place due to the increased pressure during the launch.  This would of course, make it all but impossible to get the diamonds into Soro Exxo.”  He smirked, appearing very proud of his assessment.

      Mimick immediately challenged him.  “What about the hoverHauler?  Couldn’t we launch it out of the storage unit and use a tractor beam to guide it into the shield of Soro Exxo?”

      Artrip responded, “We could try.  In theory, if everything were optimized, we should be able to guide it in there.  However, the chances of some space pirate being in the area and hungry for a bounty are pretty high.  The time spent during that process will greatly compromise our chances of survival.”

      Boggle spoke in a bitchy tone, “So what does that mean?  Where are we at here?”

      Artrip waited again and it was getting on Whitney’s nerves.  “We are in a slightly more precarious situation, but I don’t see any reason this won’t end in success.  It’s my job to point out possible issues, and that’s just what I have done.”

      Roxelle asked, “Bottom line, would you proceed as scheduled?”

      Artrip took a deep breath and tapped his index fingers together in front of his cracking yellow face.  “I would, yes.  However, if any crafts show up on our scanners, I would probably get out of there.  This is a big ship, but an experienced star fighter will see the damage and use it against us.  Make this operation quick.”

      Mimick said, “That’s much easier said than done.  We need to study the shell until we find an area that we can exploit.  We could search for days and not find any spot to work with.  It’s almost like a random crap shoot.”

      Artrip knocked on the table and waited until all eyes focused on him.  “If I am permitted to make a suggestion.  If it’s not already planned, start with the areas around the four openings on the poles of the planet.  If there is a compromised area, it should be right around those rectangular openings.  That will also make unloading the diamonds a much easier venture too.”

      Boggle checked, “So this laser is going to cut an opening in the shield and replace it perfectly after we enter.  What if it doesn’t?”

      Mimick shook his head.  “There are many variables that need to work for success.  That of course is one of them.  If anything were to go wrong along the way, it will result in failure.”

      If Whitney was carrying any confidence it just spilled all over the floor and ebbed away.  She and Trent sat quietly and absorbed the information.  Each statement made her realize how precarious this job had become.  The scheme needed hundreds of things to go right and if one, just one, little thing went wrong, her son would grow up without parents.

      To top it all off, Whitney still hadn’t hatched a plan to save her friends’ planet.  She waited nervously and couldn’t tell how much time had passed as the space scene outside the viewport always looked like night.

      Whitney mindlessly raised her hand to speak.  “So, if it were to go the wrong way, is there a plan B?”  She looked around the table and a frightening hush ensued.  She scanned from right to left again and stopped on Roxelle.

      The leader said, “We don’t plan for failure.”

      “No, I realize that.  But is there a getaway plan if we can’t bust through the shield?”

      Roxelle answered immediately, “Of course, we will have enough faculties to get to another destination.”

      “Where?” Whitney asked.

      “Girl, I was just starting to like you and now you are pissing me off with all these questions.  We’ll be just fine.  You concentrate on pushing that button.  It’s already programmed and ready to go.”

      “I hate to ask one more question.”  She didn’t hate to do it.  “Who programmed it?”

      “Jazemore didn’t program this one if you were wondering.  As I said, all you have to do is press that red button and stop pissing me off.”

      Oswell said, “In all fairness of complete disclosure, do we have an exit plan if this goes haywire too?”

      Roxelle slammed her tightened fist onto the table.  “I know you are all getting scared as the time approaches.  I’m feeling the nerves a little too, but we have to hold it together.  Things got crazy back at the diamond warehouse, but we stuck together and made it out.  This will be the same.”

      Boggle mumbled, “That means she doesn’t have a backup plan.”

      Roxelle jerked her head toward Boggle, “What did you just say?”  The imposing leader stood up and walked around the table, standing over the much smaller Boggle Rigby.

      “What are you going to do?”  Boggle sprang up from her seat and headbutted Roxelle in the belly and once again in the left breast.  She jolted Roxelle back a few steps.  “Don’t try to stand over me and intimidate me.”

      Mimick, Oswell and Trent stepped between the two females.  Whitney grabbed Boggle’s shoulder and the small green alien swatted her hand away and continued to try to get at Roxelle.  The pressure and stress of the mission had boiled over.

      The crew separated the two women and Boggle limped out of the cabin and headed for her room.  Time dragged on and the members of the team would occasionally get up from the table and go to their respective rooms for various lengths of time.  Whitney could tell that the crew was nervous and she didn’t have any words to loosen those nerves.

      Whitney missed her son, her family and her friends.  She hadn’t had a chance to really process how far away from earth this planet was.  She closed her eyes and could feel Lancelot’s smooth skin against her cheeks.  She could see his bright blue eyes and pudgy, cherub-like cheeks.  She could feel his little fingers wrapped around her thumb.

      “Everyone get to your stations.  We’re approaching Soro Exxo,” a voice called out over the intercom.
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      Whitney snapped out of her deep thought and looked around the room for Roxelle.  The far door to the cabin popped open and the leader emerged, sliding the sling to her holster over her shoulder.  Whitney wondered why she felt the necessity for the gun.

      Roxelle’s heavy hand slapped Whitney on the back and almost knocked the wind out of her.  The automatic door to the navigation room slid open and the two women walked gracefully through the entrance.  Whitney and Roxelle took their designated seats.

      Mimick entered the front of the ship and slid into his seat.  The navigator and controller were already seated with big headphones concealing their profiles, their long, green fingers punching away at the keyboards in front of them.

      Roxelle stared at the computer screen in front of her and Mimick concentrated on his duties.  Whitney turned her attention to the screen in front of her.  She nonchalantly hit the lower left quadrant.  The home screen popped up with all the options she had expected.

      She tried to watch everyone in the room even as she typed on the digital keyboard.  The nice piece of technology helped her to type silently.  Almost that is, as her fingernails made light scraping sounds.

      Her fingers flew up and down as she craned her neck to make sure nobody was looking.  She focused on the screen for a few moments and found the software coding.

      A harsh voice broke her concentration, “What the fuck you doing over there?”

      Whitney turned to Roxelle.  “What?”  She needed to buy time.

      “I said, what are you doing?”

      Whitney paused and waited for an idea to pop into her head and save her.  Nothing.  “What do you mean?”  She knew it sounded stupid but she just needed a few more seconds to come up with something.

      Roxelle put her hand on the blaster, and said, “If I have to repeat myself one more time, it’s not going to be pretty.”

      “Oh, what am I doing here.  Considering I almost lost my life back there at the warehouse, I’m not trusting whoever programmed this laser.  I was going to check it out to make sure that it will work.  Is that all right?”

      Roxelle seemed to be waffling internally and said hesitantly, “I guess.  Don’t mess anything up or it’s your ass.”

      “Just trying to perform my job to its fullest capabilities.  I will not be in dereliction of duty.”  Whitney stopped.  She didn’t want to sound overly righteous.

      A smirk from Roxelle confirmed that it had been just the right amount and she went back to pounding away on the keyboard.  She checked everything and returned to the homepage.  She exited out of there and the four quadrants of options returned.

      Whitney looked through the front viewshield at Soro Exxo and its opaque shield.  Her stomach twisted into knots and she could barely breathe.

      The controller said, “We aren’t detecting any spacecraft in the vicinity at the moment.  Permission to proceed?”

      Roxelle said, “Granted.”

      Mimick turned to Whitney, his face gaunt and sweaty.  “We’re about to start the probing.”

      The scopic viewer lowered from the bottom of the ship.

      The small, square object had a cylindrical lens sprout out of the main body.

      A bright blue beam flowed from the open end of the viewer and bounced off the shield, sending valuable information back to the spacecraft.  Whitney’s palms and underarms started to leak.  She knew every moment was valuable and they could be attacked if they took too long.

      Mimick asked, “Anything yet?”

      The navigator said, “We should move to the opening near the southern pole.  That takes the most star heat.”

      The craft zipped around the planet and quickly made it to the second destination.  The blue beam of light bounced around and Whitney could barely swallow.  Her mouth had run completely dry and a stubborn ball of phlegm just sat in her esophagus, refusing to go down or come up.

      “We found a spot,” the controller announced in a celebratory manner.

      The navigator said, “Let me mark it off and send the coordinates and we are a go.”

      The wave of excitement rushing through the room was drowning Whitney.  She had hoped they wouldn’t find a spot to shoot the laser or that they would have been stopped by space pirates.

      Roxelle announced the two words Whitney had anticipated, but feared.  “It’s showtime.”

      Whitney’s hand waved left and right, inching ever closer to the computer screen.  She tapped the launch button.

      Roxelle screamed, “Let’s go.  Hit the fucking red button.”

      Whitney’s hand slid down and her index and middle finger brushed over the button.  The computer screen flashed and an error code popped up.  Whitney exited out of the screen before anyone saw.

      To call it a laser would be incorrect.  A door slid open and a rectangular black object extended from the compartment on the outside of the craft.  Six beams sprang from the black object and hurtled toward the shield.  They prodded and probed, trying to weaken the rectangular area in the shield.

      The lasers traced the area, over and over, before retreating into space.  The brilliant beams bent and broke, consolidating their strength and forming into a compact square of pure energy and power.  Everyone waited with open jaws for the laser to rush back toward the shield and create the opening.

      The rainbow-colored mass of lasers did something wholly unexpected.  They zipped off into the dark void, disappearing from eyesight within a blink.  The crew looked around at each other aghast, except for one person.  Whitney was smiling on the inside.

      “What the fuck happened?” Roxelle bellowed.

      Whitney played along.  “I don’t know.  I didn’t change anything, I swear.”  She tried her best, but couldn’t contain herself any longer and unleashed a sneaky smile.

      Roxelle instantly picked up on it and drew her blaster.  “You fucking bitch.  I trusted you.”

      The alien took four long steps and was on Whitney.  She shoved the barrel of the gun in her face.  “I ought to fucking blast you.”

      Mimick called from behind her.  “Roxelle, you do it and we all die.  We can escape on the breakaway ship with the diamonds if we hurry.”

      Roxelle pulled the gun back and Whitney’s facial features curved up.  The alien brought the butt of the gun down on Whitney’s forehead, erasing her brief smile and causing an immediate lump on her head.  Whitney couldn’t tell if she was looking out the viewport or if the streaking stars were just strange visions.

      The leader holstered her gun, curled her right fingers into a fist, and rained down two punches that connected with Whitney’s cheek and nose.  Blood spurted from her nostrils as Roxelle wound up again.  A silver, robotic arm grabbed Roxelle’s shoulder and spun her around before she could unleash another punch.

      Mimick said, “We have to go.  Now.”

      Roxelle stared at Whitney, her dark, alien eyes squinting.  “I will kill you.  That much, I can promise you.”

      Mimick and Roxelle took off with the navigator and controller.  Whitney fell out of her chair, dizzy.  She planted her arm on the floor and braced herself as a rush of colors streaked into her vision and her balance threatened to give out.  She waited a few moments.  The shrill whistle of an alarm went off.  Red lights flashed on the walls and Whitney finally made it back to her feet.

      The automatic door sensed her body weight and opened.  She stepped into a cabin that had been turned upside down.  The table had been knocked on its side and the chairs were thrown about, with hardly any still upright.  Red lights flashed on the cabin walls too as she searched for her husband.

      Whitney had the crazy thought run into her head and camp out.  She thought that Trent had been nabbed by the crew and forced to go with them.  Two more beings ran by, presumably headed for the back of the ship.

      Whitney searched hopelessly around the room in vain.  It was like checking the same special hiding spot numerous times, expecting something to appear magically.  She collapsed to the ground as the totality of the situation hit her like a sledgehammer.

      Panicked, incomplete ideas streaked through her head.  Could she shift into a dragon and fly home from here?  Could she take control of the spaceship and get them home?  Could Trent overtake the crew and come back and save her?

      Nothing formed into a well-reasoned idea.  The most logical thought kept creeping back in, uninvited.

      She was going to die alone, a thousand light years away from home.  That was it.  No parties or parades this time, unless it was in memoriam.  She gave in and images of her friends and family flooded into her mind.

      A voice rang out.  “Whitney.  Is that you?”  It was deeper than you would expect from an angel, but angelic none-the-less.

      She scrambled to her feet and rushed over to her husband.  She almost knocked him over with a giant bear hug.  She had finally found her man, but the problems had just begun as she focused on the blinking red lights.

      He inspected her battered, lumpy face with a look of horror.  “What happened to you?”

      “I got into a little scrap with Roxelle.  You should see her.”

      The sirens started ringing and added to the chaos as the space vessel unexpectedly rocked back and forth.  Whitney and Trent tumbled to the ground and a chair slid across the floor and smacked into the couple.  The rocking stopped but the alarms were still going crazy.

      Whitney scrambled back to her feet and tried to formulate a plan.  “Let’s go to the control room.  See if we can figure something out.”

      She and Trent raced up front and entered the navigation room.  Every control unit was flashing with lights of multiple colors and the computer screens read, ‘System Error.’  She hadn’t a clue where to begin.  It didn’t seem likely that her knowledge of coding would save them now.

      She entertained the thought of shifting into a dragon again and soon realized it wouldn’t work.  Without any protection from the deep space elements, even the mighty dragon would die immediately.  She turned to her man, “Any ideas?”  She saw an expression on Trent’s face that she hadn’t seen.  Ever.  Fear.  He was normally calm and collected during high-pressure situations.  Perhaps he was coming to grips with the fact that they might be lost in space.  “Honey?”

      “Huh.  Sorry.  My brain is churning right now but I’m not making any butter.  Sorry.”

      Whitney sat down in the navigation unit.  She attempted to get into the software coding.  No dice.  She couldn’t figure out how to get the keyboard unlocked without the passcode.  She wanted to create a quick program to run a multitude of codes, but needed to unlock the keyboard.  Time and luck seemed to have run out.  Whitney tried to take solace in the fact that she had prevented her ghostly friends on Soro Exxo from being enslaved by a murderous group of rebels.

      Trent stood like a statue with his mouth sealed shut.  Whitney wanted to say something to reassure him, anything, but nothing came to mind.  Just when all hope seemed lost, she felt a buzzing sensation in her left forearm.

      She pulled up her sleeve, peeled back the protective layer of dead skin.  Her eyes almost popped out of their sockets.  The screen read, ‘OZZIE.’

      She hurriedly swiped the screen and heard a familiar voice.  “Whitney?  Do you copy?”

      She moved the screen close to her mouth.  “Yes.  Yes.  Trent and I are still alive.”

      “Where are you?”

      “We are still on the spaceship, Cavum Nigrum.”

      “Which part?”

      “Which part, what do you mean?”

      “The craft has broken into two pieces.  The front end is still just outside Soro Exxo and the back end rushed off into space.”

      “I can see Soro Exxo and we feel like we aren’t moving.”

      “Great.  That means we can get to you fast.  I can hear the alarms in the background so we will make haste.  Give me just a little bit of time to get a rescue party together.  Fret not, we will get you out of there safely.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ozzie must have hung up because the signal went dead.  Whitney turned to Trent and wrapped her arms around him.  “We’re going to be alright.”

      She noticed the blood working its way back into Trent’s pale face.  He said, “I love you.”

      “I love you more than anything.”  The adrenaline had started to wear off and she felt throbbing pain in her jaw, forehead and nose.  She hoped the doctors on Soro Exxo would be able to help her.

      They waited for what seemed like an eternity.  Actually, it was only about ten minutes.

      Whitney watched as a rectangular section of the shield slid open and a small silver space shuttle cruised through the opening.  Whitney’s armScreen buzzed again.

      She swiped it to answer the call from Ozzie.  He said, “We are on the way.  We are going to need you to find an exit door in the cabin.  Once we locate that, we can secure the SpaceWalk apparatus.  After we attach that to your craft, you can walk from your vessel to ours.”

      “Sounds simple enough.”  As soon as she said it, Whitney thought she had jinxed herself.  They ran into the cabin and found an exit door.  She relayed the information back to Ozzie.

      Her nails dug into Trent’s bicep as the couple watched the shuttle get into position.  The white SpaceWalk sprang out of the side of the shuttle and looked like an accordion unfolding.  The rectangular safety tunnel made contact with the Cavum Nigrum and Whitney felt the slight bump to the left.

      Ozzie gave the signal that it was safe to enter and Trent put his shoulder to the door to thrust it open.  The damn thing didn’t even budge.

      A monotone voice came over the intercom speakers.  “The breathing vessel will cease working in two dantamores.  Please exit for maximum safety.”

      “What the hell is a dantamore?”  Whitney started punching away on her armScreen and did a few quick calculations.  “Holy shit, that’s a little more than four minutes.  Less now.”

      Trent kept using his body as a battering ram and Whitney started to get angry.  She said, “Call me a bitch.”

      “What?  What are you talking about?”

      Whitney explained, “Make me mad and I can get that door open.  Tell me something you don’t like about me.”

      “You’re almost perfect.  But when you chew your food with your mouth open, it’s kind of gross.”

      The internal fire sparked.  “I don’t chew with my mouth open.”

      “Oh wait, that’s right.  That’s not you.  That’s my other girlfriend on the side.”

      She cocked her head to the side in a defensive manner.  “What the fuck are you talking about?”  The embers stoked and blue flames gathered.

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you, and since we are about to die, I’ll have a clean conscience.”

      The monotone voice came over the speaker again.  “Point five dantamores until the breathing chamber is empty.  Evacuate now.”

      “I should kill you right now.  Who’s the bitch?  Say her name.  It’s fucking Tara, isn’t it?”  She felt the scales start forming on her right hand and a wake cascaded up to her shoulder in a silver wave of reptilian fury.  “I know you two have had something going on since I saved you two helpless babies in Dreamland.”

      The space suit stretched as Whitney’s body expanded, cutting off circulation.  Her legs widened and threatened to tear the suit to shreds, but the amazing material kept stretching.  The suit was about to kill her if expanded any more.  She angled her body a touch to the left and raised her leg.  She planted the bottom of her powerful dragon foot against the door.

      The door launched into the SpaceWalk, but Whitney kept expanding into dragon form.  She worried that she might bust out one of the viewports or the suit would choke her to death.  She knew one thing, she definitely couldn’t fit into the walkway.  She tried to calm down.

      “Were you serious about that stuff?”  She had to know.

      Trent smirked and looked at the floor.  “No.  I knew I had to get you riled up.  I knew what you were doing so I played into it.”

      The fire still burned.  It was much harder to get it to go away once it had been started.  She thought about frosty waterfalls and the Atlantic Ocean in winter, replete with iceberg caps.  Several more alarms went off and didn’t help Whitney to relax.

      She sucked in a chill through her nose and the magical breath filtered through her body, slowly extinguishing the fire.  But would it take too long?  She felt her body reverting to human size, but not fast enough.

      She turned to Trent.  “Go now.  I’ll meet you if I get small enough, but we shouldn’t both die.  Just go.”

      Trent objected, “I can’t leave you.  If you’re going to die, then so am I.”

      “There’s only like twenty seconds or so left and I don’t want my son to grow up without parents.  You’ll be fine as a single dad.  Just go.”

      “I love you.”  Trent stood still, staring at his wife.  She could tell he didn’t want to leave her, but he hesitantly turned his back and entered the walkway.

      Whitney closed her eyes and focused on her son.  His calm face.  His soft skin.  His bright blue eyes.  Putting his winter jacket on as the little boy shivered.  Coldness streaked through her body as the monotone voice sounded again.  “Evacuate Immediately.  Evacuate immediately.”

      She opened her eyes, and much to her surprise, she was in full human form.  She ran and dove for the opening and crawled frantically as fast as she could to get to the other shuttle.  She crawled through the darkness and rammed her head into a solid object.

      She heard a voice, “What the hell?”

      She recognized the voice and stood up.  She reached out and caressed the face.  She kissed the man who had been coming back to rescue her.  Luckily, Whitney was no damsel in distress and could handle her own.  She kissed his dry lips in the dark tunnel.  They shared a brief moment together and continued moving through the SpaceWalk.

      Colors began to form as Whitney broke through the end of the tunnel and emerged into the rescue shuttle.  Ozzie stood in front of her with a slight smirk on his face.  He looked like a proud father who didn’t want to let on exactly how proud he was.

      His tightened lips opened.  “Congratulations.  Not for the bumps and bruises on your face, don’t worry we will take care of that, but for achieving success on the mission.  When we saw that awful, terrible spacecraft show up, we assumed you two had failed.”

      “How come you didn’t send us a message to find out what was going on until the very end?”

      “I didn’t want to blow your cover, so to speak.  I assumed they might be monitoring your devices.  Once I saw the craft breakaway into two pieces, I knew I had to try to get a hold of you.”

      “Why didn’t you just text?  Nobody would have heard.”

      “Because, as I said, I thought they might be monitoring your devices to see who you were in contact with.”

      Whitney realized it was a stupid question, but her scrambled mind wasn’t making very much sense right now.  “Luckily for us, they never checked our screens.”  The totality of the entire experience hadn’t fully hit Whitney yet.  She was still running on artificial energy and a delirious mind.

      She hugged Ozzie.  “Thank you for getting us out of there.  What are you going to do with that thing?”

      “We will probably bring it inside and study as much as we can from it.  They might have some technology on that craft that we don’t know about.  I’d love to be able to find out the program they ran for the laser.”

      Whitney smiled.  “I might be able to help you out with that.  It almost cost me my life, but I have a proficient understanding of coding and programming now.  Not sure how it works exactly, I just know it does.”

      “Excellent.  And not to worry, I’ll have someone remove those touchscreens from your bodies so you won’t look like a freak when you go home.”

      “Aw, I’ve grown fond of this thing.  It’s impossible to lose and when I want to know something, I just look down.  Maybe we can at least keep them during winter, since it would be easier to conceal with long sleeves.”

      “I’m afraid that isn’t a possibility.  It’s all or nothing and I’m not sure that all is even a possibility.”

      “I was only joking.  Is it going to leave a big, nasty, rectangular scar on my arm?”

      “It will not.  Our surgical proficiency is second to none.  There will be no scar whatsoever and that dull patch of dead skin will soon revive and reclaim the zest of life.  You have nothing to worry about.  It will only leave a mark in your memory.”

      The shuttle slipped back into the opening in the shield and hurtled toward land.  They landed in a different airfield than the one from which they had taken off.  The grassy flatland had several ports for planes, but no terminal.  Everyone deplaned, and Ozzie took them to see their friends.

      Whitney wondered what had happened to Roxelle.
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      The damaged spacecraft entered the Delemnia Galaxy and a fog of purple gasses blotted out some of the distant stars throughout the dark expanse.  Twelve crew members remained and only Roxelle, Boggle, Mimick, Harrins and Oswell had survived from the core group.

      Two technicians were assessing the damage to the craft.  The navigator and controller were in the Navigation Pit while everyone else paced around the cabin, restless.

      Boggle limped back and forth, wincing in pain.  “Anybody come up with anything?”  She looked from being to being, only to be greeted by silence every time.  Her look of pain had been replaced by one of worry, nervous wrinkles appearing on her forehead.

      The entire crew had been pushed to the limit and they had nowhere to go.  Roxelle sensed a palpable amount of resentment floating through the cabin for not having a backup plan.  Backup plans were for losers and Roxelle Idris felt like a big-time loser.

      At no point during her lengthy life had she been short of confidence, her pot usually brimming to the top and sometimes overflowing, but never devoid of self-esteem.  She still had the diamonds in haul, but she needed to fiind a planet that would knowingly host outlaw fugitives.

      The sponsors were part of the Luminary Board and they had direct lines of communication with nearly every planet in the universe.  Roxelle needed to find a planet overrun by corruptness that she could exploit.  She was glad Mimick had survived and outraged that she had been bested by an earth human.

      “I can’t believe she screwed us like that,” Roxelle lamented.

      Mimick spoke in a cold-hearted tone, more suited for his mechanical appearance.  “You should have plugged that bitch back at Panmay.  Can’t trust anyone in this universe.”

      Oswell said, “I knew from the beginning that they were trouble.”

      Boggle jumped in.  “Bullshit.  You’re just saying that now because it sounds good.”

      Roxelle said, “It doesn’t sound good.  If you had any reservations, why didn’t you speak up?”

      Oswell defended himself, “Like you would ever take a suggestion from me.  You or Glint.  Never have before, so I just stopped after a while.”

      Roxelle lowered her head.  She knew it was true and to fight it would be stubborn and futile.  She would only be lying to herself.  Exhaustion caused an audible yawn and her tight muscles begged her to sit down and relax.

      She ignored them and continued to pace around the open room, expecting an idea to hit her with just one more magical step.

      Harrins purred, “Do we have a plan B for this plan B?  Meaning, how much supplies are on this craft if we can’t strike a deal?”

      Mimick said, “We have enough for about sixty-one days, which should give us plenty of time to figure out this problem.”

      She stared at her lover and relished the fact that he had always stood up for her, no matter the circumstance.  She was at her lowest now, and he still stood right next to her.  She wanted to reach out and touch him, feel his warmth and take solace in it.  However, her hard-ass tendencies kicked in like a magic potion and her blood chilled.

      Roxelle reflected on the past few weeks and it made her head spin.  The deaths.  The highs.  The lows.  The heist.  The getaway.  But it all came back to one person.

      “I’m going to kill that little bitch,” Roxelle mumbled.

      Boggle chuckled through obvious pain.  “You’re never going to see her.  She’s probably little bits of space dust by now.”

      “No, she’s not.  I’ve got this rotten feeling in the pit of my stomach.  I know her and the pretty boy got away.  I know they are going to get back to earth too.  And I know, sure as shit, I’m going to pay her a visit one day.”

      Oswell said, “I think we should focus on the current problem and stash that one away for another life.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.  I can do two things at once, unlike most of you.”  Roxelle took a defensive tone.  “So we will find a planet to buy some of our stash of diamonds and then we will make it to Earth 43 so I can kill that bitch.  If it’s the last thing I do and I die in the process, I’ma kill Whitney Powers.”

      The conversation died and everyone continued to move around the cabin, waiting for the damage assessment.  After a long time, the automatic door to the cabin slid to the side, and the two technicians appeared.

      The female with deep red skin started talking as she approached, “We will be fine for now, but we will need some body work soon.”

      “How soon?”

      The technician named Nenner, answered.  “About seven days.  There’s an area near the boosters that’s only going to get worse with the elements and eventually break.”  She spoke in a soft voice as the other technician, a short male being with green flesh and wild platinum blond hair, nodded his head up and down, silently reinforcing her words for added veracity.

      Roxelle grabbed the head of a chair, stared at the viewport and spun around in a circle.  She came to a sudden stop realizing she needed to control her anger.  “Thank you for the information and ratcheting up the intensity.”

      The technicians left and a hush fell over the cabin, save for the steady hiss of the pressure regulators.  Roxelle’s mind went blank and a helpless feeling conquered her shaky emotions.  She had always been in control on Centimore.  Even if she killed someone, she could pay a fine and walk free within a day.

      Being vulnerable was an alien feeling for her and even opening up a bit with Mimick didn’t completely solve the problem.  Roxelle was a typical control freak, and when she felt that slipping away, it scared the living hell out of her.  She gave in and decided it was time to listen to her crew’s input.

      She broke the tense silence.  “If we could only find a planet that wants to buy some diamonds, we can get enough food and drink to last a long time until we figure out a better plan.  Then we just have to dodge bounty hunters and reward seekers.  Fucking StarDreamers.”

      Mimick said, “Great.  Do you have a host planet in mind?  I think we can communicate with almost any planet from the ship.”

      Roxelle lowered her head.  “Does anyone know of any crooked supreme leaders?”

      Oswell raised his hand slowly.  “I might know of someone.”

      Good.  I have a new objective in life.  We need to get plenty of supplies and either fix this craft or purchase a new one to take us to Earth 43 so I can kill Whitney, whatever her stupid middle name is, Powers.
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      Whitney kissed her son on the cheek as she leaned back on the leather couch at her sister’s house.  “Who’s momma’s big boy?  Who’s my big Lancelot?  That’s right.  Yes, you are.  Yes, you are.”

      The rest of the family including Darominius, Tara and Bo sat around the living room at the Castle, drinking egg nog and eating gingerbread cookies.  The house smelled like fall was meeting winter as the cinnamon and fall spices blended with the smoky pine aroma coming from the steady fire.

      The smiling baby gurgled and Whitney kissed him on the cheek.  Her mother leaned in like a crane, and said, “Come on, now.  It’s grandma time now.”

      “Mom, I’ve barely seen my own son since I’ve been home and you’re going to tear him out of my hands like that?”

      Her mother cradled the baby, showing years of experience with the way she supported the neck, and also rocked the baby with only one arm.  She backed away, sticking her tongue out at her daughter.

      Whitney took a drink of the nog and memories of holidays gone by flashed into her head.  Eggnog was one of her father’s favorite drinks and he almost always had a glass-handled mug of it in his hands.  Trent worked his fingers between hers and locked hands with his eternal lover.

      Whitney felt secure again.  On reflection, she wasn’t a big fan of undercover work.  It was an out of control death ride without any seatbelts.  Having no control over the situation at most times didn’t sit too well with her.  She realized how recklessly she had acted during the mission.  It made for a good movie or TV show, but it also made for a quick death in real life.

      Whitney said, “Thank you so much for looking after the business for us while we were gone.”  Her family didn’t have a clue about the space mission and they pretended they had gotten called in by the Bureau to help on a developing case, short-circuiting their honeymoon once more.  It wasn’t all lies, but it wasn’t one hundred percent truth either.

      Aaric said, “No problem.  Everything is running great and we were in the black for the first three quarters of this calendar year and that makes two straight fiscal years.  Congrats you guys.”

      Trent said, “I never expected it to take off like this.  To have everything almost paid off already is pretty amazing.”

      Aaric chuckled, “You still have a few more payments to make, but I’ve never been paid back so fast on a loan before.  It’s remarkable.  And Barrett, that guy is a machine.  He brings in case after case after case.  The man is a walking goldmine for an intelligence company.”

      Whitney bragged, “That was probably our best hire.”  She directed the comment at her sister.

      “Oh, little Whit.  You’re lucky I held that office together while you two were gone.  You should hear the way the other employees talk about me.”

      Aaric said, “I’ll tell you what they really say when Vickie falls asleep.”  Aaric was the only one that called her Vickie and Whitney was surprised her sister let him get away with it.  She had always gone by her full name or simply Vic.

      “All right.  All right.  Why don’t we talk about something other than stupid work?  So what are you guys going to do about the honeymoon?”

      Trent and Whitney looked at each other and he shrugged his shoulders.

      Whitney’s father, Robert, shouted out, “Just go on another freaking honeymoon.  Keep going until you finally get it right.”  He slurped down more of his creamy nutmeg spiced liquid, and his cheeks turned a deep red, almost purple color.

      “I guess we could do that.  I feel like we are cursed when we call it a honeymoon, so let’s just call it a getaway or vacation this time.”

      Trent said, “That’s fine, but why are you getting all superstitious all the sudden?”

      “I’m not.  Maybe I am.  I just don’t want it to get messed up if we do it again.”

      Trent smiled, lips separating slowly, exposing his pearly whites.  “Sounds good.  Third time’s a charm I hear.”

      Whitney’s mom bounced the baby up and down.  “Where are you guys going to go?”

      Whitney answered, “You’re lucky I’m talking to you right now, baby snatcher.  Since it’s in the best interest for everyone else that I answer this question, I will.”  She turned to Trent.  “Where do you want to go this time?”

      Trent pondered for a few moments and then looked around the room.  Everyone waited for his answer.  “I don’t know.  Why don’t we go somewhere with a lot of history this time?  Visit some castles and battlefields and things like that.”  He looked at his bride.  “Or is that too much, nerdy guy kind of stuff?”

      Whitney smiled and said, “I think that sounds perfect.”
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      I walked into the meeting room and guilt attacked me as I said hello to the other members.  I had sworn an oath in front of the Celtic Gods to protect Pittsburgh from dark forces.  In exchange for my oath, the Druidic physicians and healing witches had cured my lung cancer.  The Gods had also promised to turn me into a powerful wizard, but I was only twenty-three, beginning a lifelong journey of magic.

      As I sat down, my guilty feelings increased, knowing I had an underworld advantage in my battle, while the rest of the group was at the mercy of their insurance providers to stay alive.  I was a regular at the Cancer Support Group on Locust Street in Oakland.

      We sat on folding chairs set up in a horseshoe configuration.  The early morning sun crept through a set of cracked blinds, casting long shadows across the burgundy carpeting.  A small table in the corner had a pot of coffee and pumpkin-spiced rice crispy treats on it.  The heat kicked on, creating a competing aromatic swirl of java, perfume and cologne.

      A woman with a gaunt face and red handkerchief covering her bald head stood up.  “I’m Stacy and I’m a cancer fighter.”

      We all rang out, “Hi, Stacy.”

      Stacy scratched one of the moles on her pale cheek with a trembling thumb and sniffled through her flared nostrils.  “I’m doing better, but not out of the woods yet.  I’ve been given a forty-percent chance at survival.”  Tears formed in her reddened eyes and she produced a used tissue from her pocket.  She blew her nose and everyone waited patiently.  Her soft voice cracked as she continued, “I know that’s not the greatest odds, but I’m going to beat it.”  She barely got the last few words out.

      The rest of the support group started clapping and I jumped up from my chair.  I took four steps forward and wrapped my arms around Stacy.  Her forehead hit my clavicle and her tears meshed into the fabric of my hoodie with the cursive writing, Merlino Detective Service, across the chest.

      I hadn’t known her before she had walked through that entrance door about an hour ago, but when you’re fighting cancer, we all fight under the same flag.

      I felt the warmth of her body, but it wasn’t complete warmth, almost an artificial heat.  The outer shell of her body carried the heat and hid the icy glacier just beneath the surface.  Fighting cancer could do that to a person.  You could lie to everyone else about it, but deep down, you could never fool yourself.

      It didn’t take a wizard to sense her pain.  The group leader, Sharon, cleared her throat for several seconds.  The stubborn phlegm didn’t want to come up.  It was like years and years of collected cobwebs that she wildly swatted away with a broom, only to create a tangled mess on the bristles and tire herself out in the process.

      She finally wrestled the obstruction loose, chewed it up, took a swig of her Diet Dr. Pepper, and swallowed it.  I wanted to gag.  Sharon said, “Thank you for sharing, Stacy.  I know it’s difficult right now, but you have this group behind you.  If you ever need anything, we have a master list of everyone’s phone numbers that you can take with you.”

      It’s hard to explain what it had been like to hear the diagnosis, once the words finally seeped through the thick layers of shock and denial.  Everything had changed.  I’d heard almost all those words during the diagnosis a million times before, but not in that particular order.  And not that one particular word.  Cancer.

      I remembered what it was like at first.  Everything faded, became dull, vapid, pallid.  Like there was nothing there.  Everything was stupid.  Everything sucked.  I was simply waiting to die.  A skeleton of bones waiting for the flesh to waste away.

      It was important to have people invest emotionally in you when your head was in that state.  For me, it was Alayna, the wingless faerie, my savior, and my mentor.  I loved her more than my limited vocabulary could properly express.  She had taken me to the Druidic underworld known as the Deep Burrow and introduced me to the Celtic Gods.

      Some of these survivors didn’t have anyone to turn to, nobody to give a shit about them.  You needed somebody, and I wanted to be that somebody that everyone could lean on.

      I had an amazing advantage fighting my cancer, and even then it was a great struggle.  I wanted to be there for the fighters who didn’t have a strong support system.  I let go of Stacy, looked encouragingly into her crying green eyes, and we both returned to our seats.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket and I slid it out just enough to see who it was.  Lieutenant Gretchen Meyer of the newly formed Pittsburgh Police Department of the Occult.  I checked the message and it said she needed to talk to me.  Strange.  She never wanted to talk to me unless she desperately needed help.

      I had been providing detective work, even though I didn’t fully understand the craft, for the past year to pay rent and bills.  Alayna hadn’t told me the whole truth when she had promised that I wouldn’t have to worry about money.  I thought I would get a rich benefactor to put me up in a mansion and give me a new car every week.  Wrong.  Wrong to the tenth.

      I texted Lieutenant Meyer back and let her know that I was in a meeting.  My phone immediately buzzed again with one word in all caps.  URGENT.  Gretchen, who hated it when I called her by her first name, was never one for one-word messages so I had a good idea something big might have happened.  Finally.

      I had taken on several cases over the last year, only to have them turn out to be paranormal hoaxes and the alien attack had turned out to be nothing more than a rabid barn owl, so I hoped I would finally have the chance to take on a real case.

      I texted her back to pick me up at the meeting.  I had left a few meetings before they ended, but I always felt terrible about it.  These survivors were now my battle brothers and sisters and I wanted to be there for them, as they had for me, for the entire meetings.  Unfortunately, the meetings weren’t going to ward off my mentor/angry landlord, Alayna.

      Ten minutes later, another text came through.  Gretchen was waiting outside, so I apologized and slipped out the gray door with a square slab of glass at about head level for most people.  I stepped out into the chilly autumn day and secured the middle button on my leather jacket.

      I opened the passenger door of the ’98 Jeep Cherokee.  Gretchen had never picked me up in a squad car.  I hopped in and was met by a stiff face and pursed lips.  G.M., another nickname I had given her that she hated, scratched her firm chin.  I assumed she was in her mid-forties, short and stout, filling out the black police uniform.  Her German roots had given her amber eyes, short, sandy-blond hair, bronze skin and a tough-as-nails attitude.

      She barked, “You’re not carrying anything wet this time, are you?”

      I turned away from her and looked at the sky.  A cerulean setting streaked with ivory clouds.  No gray ones to be found.  “What are you talking about?”

      She spoke in a German accent and a deep voice for a woman, “Look, it only takes one time.  I don’t know what to expect out of you.”

      One time.  One time, I had been experimenting with potions and the process went a little haywire.  The tiny vial exploded in her car, soaking most of her vehicle and me.  In my defense, I did pay for her to have the entire SUV professionally shampooed.  I had hoped she would turn down the offer from a broke young man struggling to make his way.  I overestimated her.  She had told me I needed to learn responsibility someway.

      “We’re all good this time.  What is so important?”

      She pulled out onto the main road and jammed down the gas pedal.  “What do you know about animal shifting?”

      Okay, this party just got kicked into overdrive.  “What is your real question, G.M.?”

      She turned and stared at me as she flew down 5th Avenue.  “What did I tell you about that?  We’re not in some fraternity together, dude, so show me respect and call me Lieutenant.”

      I don’t think I have ever called her by her proper title.

      She continued, “Who in this city is capable of shifting into a demon-like creature?”

      Now we were getting somewhere.  Paranormal activity had been on the rise in Pittsburgh for the past decade, hence the new department that had been set up about a year ago.  “Off the top of my head, that’s a little difficult to say.  I’d first probably say it could be the McNights.”

      “They are a huge family.  I assume the McNights from the goth bowling alley?”

      “Those are the ones.  I’ve received confirmation that they are connected to demons from the Red Cavern.  Not sure if I believe it and I can’t get close to them because I don’t have any proof other than hearsay.”

      Gretchen turned to me again and let the car veer toward oncoming traffic.  The blaring car horn alerted me to grab the wheel with some of my mental magic and jerk it back into our lane.

      She peeked over a few times, trying to keep her attention on the road.  “Are you sure?  Any corroboration you could provide?”

      She knew that the underworld of demons named the Red Cavern was real, but she didn’t want to believe it.  Nobody did.  Not even me.  For heading a specialized department dealing with the occult, G.M. hadn’t the slightest interest in the paranormal and taken the job for the pay raise only.  She remained focused on making enough money to start her own detective agency.  She hadn’t confessed the details to me, but I knew she hated working for someone else and really hated taking any advice from someone half her age.

      I couldn’t argue with her on either measure, especially the latter.  I wouldn’t want to take advice from a ten-year-old in the same way that she wouldn’t want to take advice from a twenty-three-year-old know-it-all.  What could I say, I had a lot of knowledge in my head and was proud to share it.  I just needed to work on my sarcastic delivery so I didn’t come across as such an asshole.

      I knew it was a deficiency, but I was working on it.  Most of my time during my cancer recovery was spent with Mabon, the youthful God.  It had done wonders for learning new information, but little for my development as a mature adult.

      “Corroboration?” I mocked in a funny tone, like the bad guy from the Dick Tracy cartoons.  I used to watch them with my Mom.  “You know how I work.  Have any of my uncorroborated stories turned out to be false?  Give me the whole picture, G.M., not just little hints.”

      “It’s Lieutenant Meyer, you dolt.  All right, tough guy, you ready?  We received a report about a board meeting in the PNC Building downtown.”

      “Sounds pretty exciting.”  I jabbed at her.

      She huffed and cutoff another car to get into the right lane.  “If you’ll allow me to finish.  One surviving eye-witness said that Darren Danbergh suddenly changed into a dark, reptilian figure and used its massive claws and teeth to rip into, and devour everyone in the meeting, except for one traumatized eye-witness.  One of my colleagues said it was the most gruesome crime scene she has ever seen.  And she’s seen them all.”

      “Okay, if that’s true, we seem to be driving away from the city.”

      “Ahh, very good Einstein.”

      “I’m smarter than you.”  Damn my childish nature.

      “Not sure if you want to be bragging about that.”

      “I’m smarter than you.”  I don’t know how the second one slipped out of my mouth again.  I needed to work on that.

      “Focus.  We are going to the house of the shifter.  Scrounged up some quick information that he had a live-in girlfriend.  Thirty-two year old Ruth Westerhouse.  Quite a last name there.”

      “Is she from, ‘The Westerhouses?’”

      “The one and only.  Although it sounds like she was ousted from the good graces of the family.”

      The Westerhouses basically ran the city of Pittsburgh.  You couldn’t walk more than two blocks without seeing a sign for one of their numerous businesses.

      “The shifter.  What’s the file on him?”

      “Darren Danbergh.  Up and coming Vice President at PNC.  Co-workers say he kept to himself.  Not much more information as of yet.”

      “I can already tell you’ve visited the crime scene.  Where is this house?”

      “Fox Chapel.  Should be there in about five minutes.”  She speeded up.

      I wondered if G.M. knew that Fox Chapel was becoming a hotbed of paranormal activity.  I had several side jobs, separate from Gretchen’s work, which proved that a lot of rich people were suddenly dabbling in the dark art of magic.  Dark magic almost always carried a tragic cost.  Or so I had heard.

      Being a novice in the game of magic was frustrating.  The one thing I had learned was that I hadn’t learned very much.  I had absorbed about two drops out of the ocean of magic.  I had the ability to harness more magic than almost anyone in the world.  The end-game potential was scary.  I had learned about the different nuances of magic, the threat of the Red Cavern, and how to use magic in the city with thousands of innocent people running around, but I still yearned for more.

      We arrived at the house.  Nice house.  Not Westerhouse nice, but I would have loved to call it home.  A two-story house, the bottom level made of brick that receded into the second floor covered with dirty white aluminum siding in desperate need of a power wash.

      Two Doric columns held a rectangular roof over the entrance to the house and a walkway snaked around the yard, ending near the mailbox.  A Lincoln Navigator sat in the driveway.  The vehicle had the two driver’s side wheels in the driveway but the other two were in the grass.

      Gretchen parked in front of the house and we made the awkward walk to the doorway.  I didn’t know what to say.  Oh, hey, sorry to bother you, but do you have a minute to talk about how your boyfriend turned out to be a grisly murderer?  Or, maybe you’d like to discuss how you were booted from the richest family in Pittsburgh?  Neither sounded like a good opening line.

      I had experience in consoling people, but in those situations, I wasn’t trying to garner information.  Totally different ballgame when you were trying to pry information out of a traumatized witness.

      We got out of the car and walked up the walkway.  We were about ten feet from the entrance, when the glass screen door opened toward us.  Gretchen dug into her pocket to grab her badge as a woman came outside and held her hand up in a fist.

      Disheveled, strung-out and tired were the first words to pop into my head.  The short woman with dyed bright red hair and black roots had freckles under her heavy sheen of makeup.  Her dainty nose and the complete package made me envision that Little Orphan Annie had grown up to be a stripper.

      She screamed, “I told you we would have the stuff ready, when it’s ready.”  She stopped when Gretchen held up her badge.

      “Ma’am, I am Lieutenant Gretchen Meyer of the Pittsburgh Police Occult Unit.  This is detective Merlino.”

      I nodded my head, tightlipped.  “Ma’am.”

      “What do you want with me?”  Her face went pale, and I realized she didn’t know.

      What the hell, G.M.?  Being the first to talk to a witness is great, but I didn’t know we were rolling up Grim Reaper style.  I took a deep breath and hoped Gretchen would take the lead.  She didn’t.

      “Ma’am.  I’m afraid we have some bad news for you.  Your boyfriend is suspected of some really heinous criminal behavior.”  I danced around the exact truth.  I didn’t know how to say it.  “Multiple murders.”  I can’t believe those were the comforting words I settled on.

      Her crying eyes rolled back in her head and she looked like she might pass out.

      Smooth, real smooth.

      I reached out, hooked underneath her sweaty armpits and held her up.  It wasn’t dead weight.  I helped straighten her out and rubbed my ridiculous mustache.  Not because I wanted to play with the ratty stash, I needed a quick sniff.

      Body odor, yes, but body odor was drowned out by deodorant.  Not a clue, but this was a sign.  My suspicion had been raised.  I leaned in and hugged the woman.  I pulled her close and the shorter woman lay her head on my chest.

      I silently sniffed fresh layers of makeup and stale whiskey.  I wiggled my nostril hairs.  Jameson Irish Whiskey.  Good taste.  Back to the makeup.  Although it had been smeared across most of her face, it had been applied within the last few hours.  I looked at the sun.  It couldn’t be past 8:30 a.m.

      It didn’t add up.  Why would this woman put makeup on this morning unless she was expecting company?  Was she wearing an evening gown underneath the full-length red cotton bathrobe?  When I put more thought into it, her melodramatic performance seemed rather fishy too.  Her legs had given out, but not completely.  I didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t seem right.

      She added to the collage of tears on my hoodie as I rubbed her back.  I needed to know more.  “Would you mind answering a few questions, ma’am?”

      She kicked her bawling up a notch, sending off more bells and whistles.

      She looked up at me, lips quaking, and said, “I don’t think now is a good time.  This is all too much right now.”

      I broke the embrace and took a step back.  Too much?  I hadn’t even told her about how her boyfriend ripped human beings to shreds—not to mention, he probably was a cannibal.  I remembered when my father had gone to jail and I had wanted to know every single detail.

      Gretchen finally found her tongue and joined the conversation.  “Are you sure?  When would be a good time to come back?”

      Ruth sniffled and wiped away some tears.  “Maybe tomorrow?”  She shrugged.  “I can’t really say after a tragedy like this.  We really loved each other, you know.  How do you put a time on something like this?”

      Gretchen responded, “We understand.  I’ll leave you my card if you want to talk sooner.  If not, I’ll be contacting you tomorrow.”

      Ruth grabbed the card, but it fluttered between her fingers and fell in the mulch next to her sidewalk.  I reached down to pick it up.

      I snatched the card off the cobbled walkway and stood up.  I held it out and made sure Ruth had a tight grip on it before I let it go and started to walk back to the car.

      Acting quickly on my instincts, I turned around, “Ma’am, would you mind coming down to the car and getting my card too?  I live closer.”  That was stupid.  Not sure why I had said that.

      The woman reluctantly followed us down the walkway, tightening the tie on her robe.  I needed to play this perfectly.  We got to the car and I opened the door, trying to angle it perfectly.  I ran my fingers over the mirror, closed my eyes, and said, “Videte omnia specula.  Videte omnia specula.”

      I reached inside the vehicle, grabbed my imaginary card and peeked back at Ruth.

      Damnit.

      I opened the door more, but I still don’t think I hit my target.

      “I really don’t have time to be waiting out here.  Just wait till the neighbors find out about this.”

      Seemed like a strange worry at a time like this.  I jammed the door open more, bending it outward.  The door creaked and I held my hand in front of the side view mirror.  “Here it is.”  I announced with my hand in front of the mirror.

      She turned around, rubbing her eyes with one hand and holding out the other.

      Damnit.

      I said, “After all, it looks like I can’t find it.”

      “Wasting my time,” the annoyed woman announced and turned to go back inside.

      She took five steps and I screamed out, “Stop.”

      The woman turned back toward me and I knew it was my last chance.  I waved my left hand like a crazy man in front of the door.  She squinted her eyes and focused on my hand.  I slid my hand to the left and had what I needed.  “I just wanted to say how sorry I am for your loss.”

      She forced a smile, nodded, and turned to go back inside her house.  I jumped into the Jeep and Gretchen started busting my stones about bending her door too far open.  Then she started blathering on about how some people can get fragmentary PTSD and just hearing about gruesome details can warp their minds.  I agreed.  Only problem with her argument was that we had never revealed any gory details.

      I wanted to yell at her about making me the bearer of bad news, but I stared silently into the side view mirror.

      Nothing.

      Not even my own reflection.  I was using it as a window, which was why I had needed Ruth to look into it, and in a flash, the magic kicked in.

      The interior of a nice house appeared in the side-view mirror.  A flash ran across the mirror.  Another flash of red fabric zipped by.  The mirrors inside the house acted like motion detectors to provide images.  Finally, Ruth stopped in front of one of the mirrors.  She stared into the mirror and I noticed a dresser with a hairdryer and makeup in the background.

      Her image became distorted and she disappeared.  I realized she had opened a door with a mirror on it.  I waited, impatiently.

      Nothing.

      I knew it was a long shot, but worth a try.  I was about to divert my attention back to Gretchen when the distorted image returned and captured my attention.  The door closed and Ruth knelt over a two-piece wooden box the size of a small suitcase.

      She disappeared for a few moments and returned with duct tape.  She began to seal up the opening around the box.  She put multiple layers of duct tape over the case and stared at the wooden object.  She tried to lift the heavy box by a leather handle, and struggled.  She propped it up on its side and I nearly suffered a heart attack.

      The symbol.  If only it didn’t have that symbol, my heart might stop rattling against my ribcage.

      Ruth Westerhouse dragged the brown wooden box embossed with the black symbol of the Dank Artistry out of sight.  She reappeared in the side view mirror, dragging the case through—her kitchen I presumed.  I noticed a refrigerator behind her.  How handy, a mirror magnet.  How vain were these people?

      She opened the door, which led outside.  I had what I needed and started listening to Gretchen, who had been yammering on.  “Are you even listening to me?”

      Damnit.  Busted.  “Of course.”

      She barked at me, “Then what did I just say?”

      “You were saying some stuff, you know, about the PTSD and such.”

      Gretchen stopped at a red light.  “You weren’t even listening to a word I said.  You wonder why you’re the last investigator to get called all the time.”

      I didn’t wonder.  I knew all the officers thought I was a prick.  “Detective,” I shot back in a venomous tone.

      “What?” she asked with a sour look on her face, the tight skin on her cheeks wrinkling.

      “I’m a detective.  We solve cases.  We don’t just investigate them.”  I don’t know why it made a difference to me.  It just did.  I desperately needed to ditch my pomposity for sagacity.  Alayna called me the idiot savant wizard and I hadn’t been able to argue against her.

      “Is that so?” she asked.  I didn’t see it, but I knew she rolled her eyes.

      “That’s how it is, I’m afraid.  New sheriff in town.  I’m kind of like a Psychic Detective.”  I grabbed the oh-shit bar when Gretchen gunned it to run a yellow light.  I’d like to see her out on the autobahn.

      “More like a psycho detective.”  She chuckled.  I didn’t.  She continued, “Moving on.  Once they finish sweeping the crime scene, I’ll email you with the findings and pictures.  Don’t open them around kids, please.”

      “Don’t worry.”  I wondered if Gretchen had kids.  She had never talked about her personal life except for her own aspirations a time or two.  She liked her private life to remain that way and I didn’t pry.

      Gretchen dropped me off at my humble abode.  Alayna sat on the porch swing, rocking back and forth.  I lived in a block of row houses that had been financially backed by the Deep Burrow.  All except for one.  The house next to mine was inhabited by Normals.

      The rest of the duplexes were filled with gifted young people like me.  Ones that had shown an affinity toward magic in one way or another.  It was nice being around like-minded individuals.  We weren’t very high on the social ladder in Pittsburgh, but we had all taken an oath to protect the city, and needed to spend our time acquiring more magical skills.

      I hopped out of the car, and as I crossed the street, Gretchen yelled, “Don’t forget to check your inbox for that stuff.”

      I nodded, waved, and turned my attention to Alayna.  I made sure nobody from the neighborhood was around. “My lady.”  I bowed slightly.  She wore her signature glimmering purple dress that hugged her thick body and swept the ground when she walked.  I stood about 6’3, and although I’d never measured her or asked about an exact height, I’d estimate she was about three feet shorter than me.

      There were only a few of us in the duplexes that could see the wingless faerie and I had suffered a few embarrassing moments talking to Alayna around Normals.

      She smiled but the crow’s feet and narrow eyes made it seem unnatural and forced.  “Good sir, how goes the day so far?”

      I titled my neck to the side and shifted to my serious face.  “Have you heard about the shifter murders yet?”

      She spoke with an English accent, “Not yet.”

      I loved when I got a scoop before her.  Even though Alayna had somehow arranged for me to be a consultant for the Pittsburgh Police, she didn’t find out information before they did.  Alayna had rescued me a few years ago when I was in a major downward spiral and wanted to die.  She had informed me that I shared a blood line with the Mighty Merlin, which meant I had a special capacity for magic.  The family had used the last name Merlinus, until they moved from Wales to Italy and changed it to Merlino.  Then, the family moved to the United States and settled in the northeast.

      I checked the sidewalk again and turned back to Alayna.  “Boardroom meeting at PNC Bank, so pretty highbrow stuff.  Boyfriend of Ruth Westerhouse.  So we go to her house and I got her to look into a mirror so I could track her a little bit.  Turns out, she drags a wooden case marked with the symbol of the Dark Artistry out her back door.”

      “Hmm.”  She played with her hair and emitted an aura of enchantment.  Alayna had long, thick braids that alternated from platinum blond to obsidian black and hung to her midsection.

      I pushed my lips together and nodded.  “That’s what I said.  Now it could be any hooligan trying to stir up some dark powers or it could be a powerful demon.  Either way, something crazy is going on in Pittsburgh.  Not to worry my lady, I will take care of the problem.”

      She frowned.  “And we were doing so well for so long.  I knew it wouldn’t last.  This is why I needed you to learn quickly.  What do you plan to do?”

      I realized I only had one lead.  “We didn’t get to question Ruth Westerhouse, so I’d like to do that.  Later tonight, I’m going to go by her house and pick up that box she dragged out back if it’s still there.  I’m not going to let the garbage men beat me to it, that’s for sure.”  Maybe I had two leads.

      “Be careful.  You never know how much dark energy could be inside that thing.  Be very careful when opening it.  If you are going to open it, that is.”

      I hadn’t thought about that.  I was just going to rip it open like a wrapped present.  Maybe that’s why Ruth Westerhouse had been duct taping it shut?  “It’s not even close to a full moon.  Who can shift without full lunar power?”

      She pondered the question for a moment.  “Only higher-up demons from the Red Cavern.  You know, the demi-devils or an extremely powerful Chieftains.  Let’s see.  Spring-Heeled Jack, the Jersey Devil, Vlad Dracul of Wallachia, the Six Bend Serpent, Sabertooth Gilda and Hot Iron Indigo.  That’s just a few off the top of my head that specialize in shifting.  At least, to the best of our knowledge.”

      It was much too early to peg one of the Chieftains of the Order of the Red Cavern as a prime suspect, but way too early to rule them out.  I wanted some action in Pittsburgh, but if it were one of the big dogs of dark magic, I would be rendered useless.

      I had defeated the two-hundred-year-old warlock named George by pure luck, recklessly using magic.  I had learned over the past two years that I couldn’t do that again.  I had to play by the rules now.  And the book of rules on magic was almost as long as the compendium on magic itself.  One thing I had learned, wizards had to read.  A lot.

      I waited impatiently for the email from Gretchen and for a chance to investigate the dark box at Ruth Westerhouse’s place as my mind churned with fractions of puzzle pieces, not even the entire pieces.  Sometimes, a wizard has to construct the pieces before he or she can assemble the puzzle.

      Sounds daunting, but on the flip side, if one created the best pieces, manipulating them to his or her advantage, building the puzzle became simple.

      We went inside my hole of an apartment, a huge upgrade from the hole back in Prince’s Mountain, but not exactly a castle either.  It was a two-bedroom apartment, both on the second floor with a bathroom and a small attic.  We walked into the modest living room, couch against one wall, loveseat against another.  The rest of the room consisted of a rectangular coffee table, bookshelves and books.  Some were in piles on the hardwood floor, but I had a system, don’t you worry.

      Alayna held her nose, although the smell wasn’t that bad.  Okay, it wasn’t that great either, but I hadn’t figured out what was causing that odor from the basement.  Because of the harsh stench, I used the stone basement as a short-term storage facility.  Mostly for books.  I had a lot of books.

      Alayna brushed off the couch and sat down, her purple dress sparkling in the strained sunlight begging for permission to pass through my black shades.  I obliged it and opened the blinds a bit.

      She suddenly had a worried expression on her face.  Alayna never worried.  I asked, “Is everything all right or is this just the Lancelot thing again where you stare at me and make me nervous?  I saw a movie about a week ago and he had black hair and brown eyes.”

      Alayna had told me that she had met Lancelot from King Arthur’s court during her travels.  “I’m sorry that you look like him, but you do.  Most of the books and movie have gotten it wrong.  It’s not just the blond hair and blue eyes, but the strong chin and tight jawline.  And then you throw in the broad shoulders and it’s a perfect match.  However, that wasn’t what I was doing.  We have a problem.”

      I was late on rent again.  She had every right to tear into me.  I tried for a preemptive strike for some sympathy.  “Like you and me?  I’ll get the money from this work in less than a week.  I’ll be able to pay you easier if they would just give me more jobs.”  I didn’t think she would ever follow through on the threats.  Sure, I was late before.  Okay, I was late most of the time, but I always paid.  Always.

      “It’s not that.”  She shook her head and closed her eyes.

      I exhaled audibly, relieved.

      She took a deep breath and continued.  “We have a problem in the Deep Burrow.  Or more specifically, Clara Spiritus.  Mabon has disappeared.”

      “What?  How?” I asked in shock.

      “Obviously nobody knows.  One report.”  A look of great disgust came over her face and she buried her forehead in her palm.  “One report—saw him entering the Red Cavern.”

      I defended my friend.  “No.  He wouldn’t do that.  By himself or was he being dragged in there?  Why would he do that?”

      She threw her hands up dramatically.  “The only reasoning the Gods have come up with is that he was offered more power in the Red Cavern.”

      That didn’t make sense.  “How can he get more power?  He’s already a God.”

      “A God among many, and he possibly views himself at the bottom of that totem.  There are only thirteen devils that we know of in the Red Cavern.  The only line of thinking I can even begin to understand is that he saw more power in being a devil.  I really don’t know.  It’s all too confusing right now.”

      I’d never seen Alayna like this.  The one-thousand-one-year-old woman, who would smack me for not saying she was nine-hundred-ninety-nine,(It was like how most women turned thirty about fifteen times.) She had always been in complete control, especially when I was frazzled.  She hid it well, but she was clearly—distraught.  Her ivory skin had red splotches rising to the surface in random areas and her glistening red eyes looked up at me.

      I moved closer and hugged her.  More tears went into the collection on the front of my hoodie.  The news had rocked me, too.  Mabon had accepted me more than anyone else in Clara Spiritus, the home of the Celtic Gods.  That’s not to say I wasn’t accepted by the rest of the Gods, but the Young Son had gone out of his way to be nice and joke around with me.  I didn’t like where this train was headed.

      Mabon had a thorough and advanced knowledge of shifting.  He could easily do it without a full moon.  I started to get a rotten twisting pain in my belly telling me that this was a powerful demon or rogue god, or a rogue god turned devil.  Even worse.

      “I got the rest of the stuff you asked for to complete the potion for invisibility,” I hinted.

      “You want to make the magic mist today?”

      “We don’t have to, but it might take your mind off the other problems right now.”

      “I suppose it shall, but I can’t guarantee any success from the state I am in right now.  If you want to heat up the cauldron, I need to grab a few things from the kitchen and I’ll meet you up there.”
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